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India’sdark
road

he past weeks
have seen many
Indians’ worst

fears about their coun-
try come true. It was
almost as if the ruling
dispensation was wait-
ing for the first sign of
resistance to reveal
their real plans
for India’s future.
Ayodhya, 370, lynch-
ings all went by with-
out any real murmurs
of dissent. But the
NRC/CAA/NPR

imbroglio struck many
people, of all faiths and none, as being an assault on the
very nature of Indian-ness. In some places, protests were
violent — though not as much as many other protests in
the past. In most places, the protests have been peaceful.

The reaction, however, has been as if every peaceful
crowd was an angry mob carrying Kalashnikovs. In one
BJP-ruled state after another, the police have cracked down
on the crowds using excessive force. But the real punish-
ment — the “revenge”, in the words of its chief minister —
has been saved for Uttar Pradesh. The stories of mass arrest
and torture that have emerged from that state, which is
under lockdown and intermittent internet blackouts, are
harrowing. Children are among those who speak of being
beaten mercilessly. Videos show policemen indulging in
vandalism, and it has been reported that entire neighbour-
hoods have been raided by violent police posses. What
this revenge is for is not clear. Perhaps for a sense of majori-
tarian victimhood that will never be satisfied.

This is what UP Chief Minister Adityanath was selected
to do. He rose to prominence in east UP’s politics as the
leader of the Hindu Yuva Vahini (HYV), a fundamentalist
militia that focused on intimidation of and violence against
Muslims. It has been tragically easy to turn the UP police
into an extension of the HYV. Since the Muzaffarnagar
riots in 2013, ghettoisation in India’s largest state has accel-
erated. Ever more distinct boundaries have formed
between Muslim and Hindu areas in even small towns;
and so the police can go into the kasbas and do what they
like with impunity, safe in the knowledge that no Hindu
is being inconvenienced. The media will not report it —
in one chilling video that has emerged, you can hear one
member of the media tell another, “turn off the cameras,
they [the police] are loading their guns”. The UP police
have claimed hundreds of country-made shells have been
recovered from “protest sites”. They are yet to tell us how
many of those were fired, and how many rounds they fired
in response.

In many parts of north India, this scourging of Muslim
neighbourhoods is likely to be extremely popular. The
reaction on social media to the Huffington Post’s reporting
of the alleged torture of children in the Nagina area of
Bijnor in UP was revealing of this new India. Many
responded with congratulations to the UP police for show-
ing Muslims their place. The rhetoric developed for
Kashmiris being blinded by pellet guns — they are all
stone-pelters, they deserve what they get — is now being
deployed against the Muslim children of UP.

The public, political and media culture in much of
north India has rotted away. The media responds to public
bloodthirstiness by exaggerating the violence of protests;
politicians send the police in against the defenceless. It
is important to understand the narrative that is being
created, and not to live in denial about what it is or where
it will lead. It runs as follows: Muslims, even the youngest,
are dangerous and violent, each one of them a potential
rioter. They are not to be trusted, and must be penned
into ghettoes that are regularly scourged. Economic
blockades and boycotts of these troublemakers are moral
acts. Restraint is folly, and human rights are a Western
construct. Any act of resistance is seditious. Collective
punishment is acceptable.

It is futile to say that this is not the India many of us
grew up in, or one we recognise, or that such a narrative
has no place in a liberal democracy. Things have gone too
far from that. All those who made excuses for the current
dispensation, who created the narrative in 2013-14 that
brought them to power, who believed that liberal institu-
tions would constrain its actions, who argued that there
was no alternative, or who drew false equivalences between
various political parties have blood on their hands.

The question is what can be done now. The first step is
to recognise the danger that India is in. The product of
these actions is inevitable. It is further ghettoisation and
stigmatisation of India’s largest religious minority. It is
increasing radicalisation within these communities. It is
the crowded, poor Muslim enclaves deprived of civic
amenities or market access in large parts of north India,
which will become convenient punching bags for politi-
cians and eventually incubators of violence, crime and
extremism. Once we accept that this is the road we have
chosen to walk down, we can then consider how it is we
could turn around.
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Whois Chandrashekhar Azad?

The agitation against the Citizenship Amendment Act and the National Register of Citizenship has raised his
profile. It would be interesting to see what he — and other parties — do with it
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the police when Delhi was raging against

the Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA)
and the National Register of Citizenship (NRC).
Chandrashekhar or Ravan, the name he has
given to himself, is fighting everyone. He was
born in Saharanpur, in the Dhadkauli village,
in a Chamar family, studied at a Thakur-owned
and run college in nearby Chhutmalpur, saw
the discrimination against Dalit students and
vowed to fight it. Being an Ambedkarite and
an admirer of Kanshi Ram (but not of
Mayawati) he tried to follow the same princi-
ples of organising the Dalits as Kanshi Ram:

F or one, the man who played footsie with

via education, through the bureaucracy and
in self defence. He founded the Bhim Army
and set up 400 Bhim Army schools in
Saharanpur district which provides free-of-
cost primary education to children irrespective
of caste and gender. He started self defence
classes and led bike rides through villages —
including upper caste Thakur villages — as
symbolic self assertion.

This is important. Uma Bharti, a sadhvi
from the Lodh caste who rose to become a
union minister, once recalled how, in her village
Tikampur, others from her caste could not cycle
past the homes of Thakur families. They had
to dismount and walk past on foot -- because
the Thakurs saw this assertion as an affront.
That was 25 years ago. Nothing has changed.

The Bhim Army asks Dalits over 18 to join
them. Most of the members belong to the
Chamar community or its sub-caste Jatav. But
the Bhim Army also welcomes Muslims. It lacks
aformal structure and is an unregistered body,
but claims to have over 20,000 members in and
around Saharanpur in western Uttar Pradesh.
Its stress is on direct action based on confronta-
tion to preserve, protect or restore the dignity
of Dalits. “Through the Bhim Army, the Dalit
youth become aware that they can struggle for
their constitutional rights and they will no
longer tolerate oppression. The Bhim Army is

not to scare off anybody but for the security of
Dalits,” Azad said in a recent interview.

Ravan’s troubles started in 2015 when he
put up a board outside his village which pro-
claimed: "The Great Chamars of Dhadkauli
Welcome You". In a village that also had
Thakurs, how could this be tolerated? The
Thakurs defaced this with black ink. This
began a phase of direct confrontation that
peaked when the BJP took out a "Shobha Yatra"
in Saharanpur without permission through
communally sensitive areas.

Dalit-Thakur clashes broke out a few weeks
later in the same district on the birth anniver-
sary of Rajput king Maharana Pratap. The state
government held the Bhim Army responsible
for inciting violence. Ravan claimed that the
government was targeting it to malign the
movement and shield upper caste offenders.
The state administration arrested Ravan. The
matter went to court and the High Court
acquitted him. But within hours, the
Adityanath government ordered his re-arrest
under the National Security Act. He was incar-
cerated amid massive protests from civil rights
groups and was released partially as a result of
that pressure.

Priyanka Gandhi called on him when he
was in jail (and hospital). Thence began a dal-
liance with the Congress...

LUNCH WITH BS » MALABIKA SARKAR | VICE-CHANCELLOR | ASHOKA UNIVERSITY

Liberal and loving it

Over lunch, Sarkar talks to Geetanjali Krishna about
critical differences between the pedagogies followed
by older universities and Ashoka and what itis like to
be atthe vanguard of an academic revolution

s 2019 comes to a close, observers are
A defining it as the Year of the Indian

Student. At a time when university
campuses across the country are coming out
to protest the Citizenship Amendment Act
2019, students have come to be seen as the
bravest and most vocal defenders of democ-
racy, speaking truth to power. Which is why
I'm particularly looking forward to meeting
my guest, Prof Malabika Sarkar, Vice-
Chancellor of Ashoka, the university credited
with making the Liberal Arts both fashionable
and saleable in India. Prior to joining Ashoka,
Sarkar has served as Vice-Chancellor of
Presidency and Jadavpur universities (both
in Kolkata).

Associated with Ashoka University since
2015, Sarkar has helped develop its curricu-
lum, expand its faculty and create several mul-
ti-disciplinary centres of learning and
research. She was appointed its Vice-
Chancellor in August 2019. I am looking for-
ward to a free-wheeling conversation on what
it takes to develop a private university and on
helming a Liberal Arts campus in these illib-
eral times.

Just then, Sarkar bustles in, immaculately
turned out in a silk sari. We are at Threesixty
restaurant at The Oberoi, New Delhi. She’s
spent the weekend in the city to catch some
rare moments with her husband, a corporate
lawyer who shuttles between Mumbai and
Delhi. Ashoka’s Sonepat campus where she
lives, isn’t exactly on the way. “We do try and
meet every weekend in Kolkata,” she says.

Life on campus is thrill-a-minute. “Being
a new university that’s expanding so fast,
there’s so much to do,” she says. Since she
joined, the student community has grown
from 560 in 2015 to 2,000 today, while the fac-
ulty has increased from 17 to 111 (plus 28 visit-
ing lecturers) today.

Having a lot of money must help, I com-
ment, as we pore over the menu. Having
experienced the relative penury of govern-
ment institutions earlier, Sarkar agrees
wholeheartedly. “The easy availability of
funds has enabled us to not only hire the best
faculty,” she says, “but has also made it pos-
sible for us to retain them with the best pos-

sible infrastructure — labs, grants etc.” This
is in sharp contrast to her stint at Presidency
during its centenary year, when there weren’t
enough funds to, say, repair the crumbling
ceiling in the laboratory. “We had no option
but to install nets below the ceiling to protect
students from the falling plaster,” she remi-
nisces. We pore over the menu, discover a
shared fondness for fish and I realise that
Sarkar has tried every fishy dish on the menu
already. We decide to share some Thai-style
Kolkata betki steamed with chilly, garlic and
lemon and grilled sea bass wrapped in a
banana leaf.

The food arrives on the table, the steamed
fish fragrant in a light broth. Sarkar pauses to
taste it and talks about the critical differences
between the pedagogies followed by older uni-
versities and Ashoka. “In Jadavpur and
Presidency the teaching was unidirectional,
she says. “The professor would lecture and the
students would listen. Students often dis-
cussed issues with professors, but rarely in the
classroom...” In contrast, 50 per cent of the
classroom time in Ashoka is devoted to dis-
cussion and students are incentivised to par-
ticipate by being awarded marks for class par-
ticipation. This is why freedom of speech — a
pejorative term for some and such an acutely
precious commodity to the liberals — is an
integral aspect of Ashoka’s ethos.

Could it be, I ask, that Ashoka is raising a
generation of liberal and free thinkers at a
time when these are not exactly the most
desirable qualities? Sarkar disagrees. “I see
my students not merely as critics but as
change-makers equipped with the right
skills to positively impact their environ-
ment,” she says. “Free thought and criticism
have to go hand in hand with a sense of
responsibility.” She comes across as a true
administrator. Unsurprising because private
universities are as, if not more, hamstrung
as government universities these days. She
tells me about the Good Governance
Associates programme (CMGGA) that
Ashoka runs in partnership with the
Haryana government. In this, selected stu-
dents from Ashoka are trained intensively
to work with the district administrations in
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Haryana as representatives of the Chief
Minister of the state. “Through the pro-
gramme, our students learn to not only cri-
tique administrative functioning but also
find solutions to make it more efficient,”
she says. Attesting to this is the fact that the
number of companies conducting campus
recruitments at Ashoka has crossed 150 this
year, and includes McKinsey, AT Kearney,

Business Standard

Saharanpur is well-known for Dalit mobili-
sation and the unity among Muslims and
Dalits. This project has been endorsed by many
activists. According to Chandra Bhan Prasad,
noted writer and Dalit thinker: “There are
around 400 Lok Sabha constituencies where
Dalits and Muslims combined constitute 30
per cent of the electorate. Also bear in mind,
that 90-95 per cent of Dalits and Muslims go
out and vote. So, if they are able to come
together, they become significant electorally.
And I feel that there is a great desire among
Dalits and Muslims — particularly the youth
— to come together.” Ravan has emerged as a
face of this unity, even though he is not that
well known in the rest of India.

At atime when the Bahujan Samaj Party has
lost ground electorally and the BJP has begun
mobilising Dalits, the Bhim Army is a symbol
of resistance from within the Dalit society.
Noted Dalit scholar Anand Teltumbde writes
that its emergence “may be likened to the Dalit
Panthers in Maharashtra in 1972, which in turn
was the by-product of the bankrupt politics of
the erstwhile Republican Party of India.”

Little wonder then that Mayawati and oth-
ers scowl when his name is mentioned. The
current agitation has raised Ravan’s profile.
The question is what he — and other parties
— do with it.

Deloitte, Microsoft, and Business Standard
among others.

Meanwhile, the banana leaf parcels emit
enticing aromas when we unwrap them. We
pause to taste them before moving on to
another of her pet subjects. In spite of the
availability of funds at Ashoka, Sarkar says,
no university in India can ever match the
resources of a Harvard or Yale. “What we do
have in ample measure are intellectual
resources,” she says. The need of the hour, she
says, is greater collaboration between institu-
tions in India. For instance, Ashoka students
often intern at Bangalore’s National Centre for
Biological Sciences. “I'd like to collaborate
with more such institutions for student and
well as faculty exchange programmes,” she
says. Another way of developing world-class
intellectual resources is the active creation of
multi-disciplinary centres of learning and
teaching. For example, Ashoka's Trivedi
Centre for Political Data in partnership with
the University of Michigan analyses authori-
tative political data and disburses knowledge
on India’s political life through an open access
platform. The Centre for Studies in Gender

and Sexuality at Ashoka is the first in India
to conduct research into both gender and
sexuality. “I believe that such multi-disci-
plinary centres will take our intellectual
resources to the next level,” she says. “I'd
like to develop many more such centres in
the years ahead.”
Sarkar chooses to end lunch with coffee
while I opt for a raspberry and rose sorbet.
I ask her about her fabled work ethic and
what keeps her going at such a punishing
pace. “My days are so full that I've no time
to think about it,” she laughs. She starts at
10 am, often working past midnight. “I make
up by flying to Kolkata every weekend,” she
smiles. But it turns out that there too, she
has her work cut out. As president of the
Women's Coordinating Council, West
Bengal, the apex women's organisation in
the state with representatives from more than
74 social welfare organisations, she spends
much of her weekends fundraising. Although
she rues not having enough time for her aca-
demic work (she’s a professor of English lit-
erature and last published Cosmos and
Character in Paradise Lost on John Milton’s
poetry in 2012), the feisty 71-year-old won’t
have it any other way. After all, one can never
be too old to be at the vanguard of an aca-
demic revolution and Professor Malabika
Sarkar is living proof of that.

Theinvisible youngheroesof2019 HowTllspend myNew Year'sEve
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PEOPLE LIKE THEM

GEETANJALI KRISHNA

December in several years in North
India, my heart is warmed by the
young students helming the movement
against the Citizenship Amendment Act
(CAA). Video grabs of these brave young
women and fearless young men have
filled my social media feeds. I have
watched them all. For the older I get, the
more I find myself focusing on the
young. The math is simple: young
changemakers have more time than
their older counterparts to make a dif-
ference. Perhaps that’s why this year, this
column has featured so many stories of
invisible young heroes. Here’s a recap.
My favourite is of 16-year-old Sachin

In what has been the coldest

Gupta from a Lucknow village. He’d won-
der why his four beloved sisters became
so withdrawn during certain days of the
month until he learnt about menstruation.
He designed and built a sanitary napkin
incinerator for his sisters and trained as a
peer educator on hygiene in his village.
Today, the menstrual taboo broken, the
atmosphere in his home has transformed.

Seventeen-year-old Shikoh Zaidi of
Hardoi district in UP has a similar story.
A student of a residential school for mer-
itorious underprivileged students, she
realised while working on a school proj-
ect that in her community, girls tended
to drop out of school because of the lack
of safe menstrual hygiene practices. The
teenager, with the staunch support of her
father, started organising meetings
where, using animation videos down-
loaded from the internet, she’d initiate
discussions on menstrual hygiene and
the need to break the silence enshroud-
ing periods. Many were shocked, others
laughed at her. But thanks to her efforts,
Zaidi’s community is coming around to
the idea of allowing their daughters
greater freedom when they’re menstru-
ating. Meanwhile, she’s lobbying with the
health department to make low cost san-
itary napkins available with the ASHA
health worker in her village.

Education is another field where the

young are making an impact. Prafull
Sawant, a 24-year-old son of an auto driver
father and domestic worker mother, in
Mumbai has successfully run a free learn-
ing centre in his slum in Powai since
February 2016. He’s taught over 400 stu-
dents and mentored innumerable others
to apply to college and appear for compet-
itive exams. Similarly, when 19-year-old
Sarathi Tudu from Singhbhum,
Jharkhand grew up to find her peers drop-
ping out towork and get married, she start-
ed free tuition classes in her village. Forty
five students come to her every day to
study today.

Mumbai rapper Shaikhspeare AKA
Aamir Shaikh of Bombay Lokal is
enabling the youth in Mumbai’s slums to
find their voices through hip hop.
Kanpur’s young “water doctors” Divya,
Ekta, Shikha, Alam and Mani Kumar are
going door-to-door testing drinking water
to convince their neighbours about the
importance of water hygiene. Twenty-
four-year-old Pooja Itodiya, ASHA worker
at Aalri village in Madhya Pradesh, has
tested water sources in her village to iden-
tify the ones with potable water.

Few know these young and celebrate
their work. To me, however, they're a
source of renewed hope for the change they
effect will ensure that 2020 and beyond
could be better than the years gone by.

PEOPLE LIKE US

KISHORE SINGH

Year party was a standard feature of

our home. We’d ask our friends over,
there were seldom any dropouts, most
brought other friends along, some car-
ried bottles of booze for the bar, and if
there was dense fog they slept over in
whatever bed or sofa was unoccupied.
Food was plentiful, but incidental;
music was important — and the louder,
the better; complaints by neighbours
were dealt with friendly indifference;
and visits by the force were handled by
those who knew how to deal with such
incursions. They were egalitarian times,
and nobody minded high spirits and a
little drunkenness.

I remember a time when the New

Then came liberalisation. Friends
began to travel on NY breaks — to Goa,
to Thailand, to places and parties more
exotic than ours. We dwindled to a few
regulars who’d sip mulled wine, sit
around a bonfire and recollect times
when it was difficult to find elbow room
in the house. Stories and incidents
about New Year parties past occupied
us more than the New Year party pres-
ent. The music was softer, we ate more
than we drank, and bedtime was soon
past midnight rather than post-break-
fast in the morning.

This was a time when the kids aban-
doned us. They didn’t want to play bar-
tender at our parties, or manage the
music, or hang around with those of our
generation, and made their horror of
asking their friends over evident. We
used to laugh at people who went out
on New Year’s to party amidst strangers
and had often wondered who these per-
sons were — now we know they include
our children.

When a few days ago, I heard the chil-
dren making plans, and booking reser-
vations, I offered, once more, to host
them to a New Year’s at home — but
incentives of free alcohol, hot food and
music of their choice fell on deaf ears. I
suggested a bonfire and barbecue, to all
of which they shrugged indifferently,

having done it all before. Reluctant to
spend another evening reminiscing of
times past, I suggested to the children
that we accompany them, but the
response has been less than encouraging
— they’re not sure yet of where they will
be; they might party-hop; there won’t be
other parents around; we’ll get bored, or
drunk, or worse, and embarrass them;
why can’t we just stay home like other
oldies and let them be?

Which is why, dear reader, I plan to
spend the last hours of 2019 in the
countryside, watching 2020 come in
not with a crescendo of music, hugs
and smooches, but quietly, almost dis-
creetly. I plan on having a drink by my
side, a book to read, feet tucked under
a blanket. I might take a brief moment
to thank for the gift of family — so what
if they chose to abandon me on the
occasion — and a hope that the mad-
ness of governments and societies be
of the past. The witching hour that
marks the passing of a year, and a
decade, holds a magical wish that
things might yet be better. I hope to
wake to a breakfast I can pluck off the
vegetable patch, with milk directly
from a buffalo — while the rest of the
family, and the world, nurses hang-
overs. I'm not saying I'll like it; I'm say-
ing I'll do it.
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Areal Budget, please

mong the first things that a finance minister has to do when framing the
Budget is determine the likely growth rate for the economy in the year to
come. The revenue, deficit, and other numbers depend on getting this
foundational number right. In the current year, for instance, some of the
serious errors in estimating revenue could have been avoided if nominal GDP growth
(i.e. real growth plus inflation) had been correctly estimated. What of next year?

Correct forecasting depends on an accurate reading of past trends. The decade
till 2020 will have seen the economy more or less double in size — implying annu-
al average growth of about 7 per cent. But the middle years of the decade saw the
economy benefit from the growth spurt triggered by an oil price collapse — some-
thing that will not repeat. Besides, the current global economic situation is not
encouraging; there are too many things to set right in the domestic economy, not
least in the financial sector; exports are stagnant; and there is little scope for
either fiscal or monetary policy initiatives. Bearing in mind that the non-govern-
ment part of the economy grew by no more than 3 per cent in the last quarter, a
realistic growth rate for the economy next year should be something like 5 per
cent, give or take half a percentage point.

That is not flattering for an economy that has clocked 7 per cent in the previ-
ous decade, and even faster growth in the decade before that. But one of the things
that acceptance of a modest growth figure necessarily forces on you is hard choic-
es. One can’t assume a return to mean, and assume revenue based on an economy
growing at 7 per cent. If the money is not going to be there, it’s better to face real-
ity — especially the reality of the Budget, in which the deficit is massively under-
stated by about 2 percentage points of GDP. All Budgets face resource restraints,
but the coming one will have to confront them in their full severity.

Looking beyond the Budget, the medium-term outlook looks decidedly cloudy
if growth takes time to return to the desirable 7 per cent. The finance minister in
her Budget speech should spell out how exactly she intends to get back to the 7 per
cent track, and the hard decisions she intends to take in order to adjust to the real-
ities of a slowing economy until growth momentum returns. Predictability in gov-
ernment actions is a virtue in itself.

Insofar as revenues fall short, the axe will have to come down on expenditure —
even though this is not what economists might advise in the midst of a slowdown.
It is important that budgetary discipline be seen to be operating. And so outlays
will have to be pruned, or kept at current levels. Unspent moneys should lapse. The
sectors that have absorbed so much of public investment should be asked to show
results — as railway revenues, highway tolls, higher power tariffs, and so on (inter-
nal and extra-budgetary resources, as they used to be called in Planning’s heyday).
If the finance minister looks hard enough, she should be able to find scope for more
non-tax revenue measures. For instance, fresh capital for the government-owned
banks should come from the revenue garnered by privatising one or two of them —
the taxpayer should not be saddled with the burden.

Above all, the time has come to modernise budgeting. Chiefly, that should
mean moving from cash accounting to accrual accounting so that bills that are
due but not yet paid are accounted for. Similarly, the government should put out
information on off-balance sheet issues that are not there in the Budget. This will
prevent further reports by the Comptroller and Auditor General pointing out
hidden items of expenditure — like public sector companies borrowing money
from banks to pay the food subsidy bills, or taking advance payment from rail-
way entities to avoid showing a loss in railway accounts. A more credible set of
numbers will be a good thing in and of itself, it will also help make government
functioning more transparent.

Backtothe
inglorious past

History is repeating itself and there

is a back-to-1974 feeling. But

India is living in totally different circumstances for Modi to emulate

Indira Gandhi all the way

cators, one stands out. That the unemployment
levels today are the worst they’ve been in 45
years. It takes us right back to 1974.

Indira Gandhi was still popular but some disillu-
sionment was building up. Yet, even disappointed
voters were still caught in a There Is No Alternative
(TINA) trap. All economic indicators were in free fall,
inflation was at almost 35 per cent and yet national-
ism was still rampant and high.

Sounds familiar? Barring inflation, much else
looks, sounds, and feels more than a bit like 1974. A
phenomenally popular leader, with a party of
unquestioning followers, a broken opposition, a
nationalist high and never mind an economy in free
fall, crippling joblessness. India isn’t just a land of
paradoxes, it is capable of producing the same mega
paradox twice within a generation, under radically
different ideologies.

Let’s explore alittle backwards, to 1971. Early in the
year, Mrs Gandhi had won a famous election, defeat-
ing the formidable old guard of the Congress she had
just broken up, in spite of the fact that all opposition
parties had joined hands against her.

In early 1971, she was riding the
“Garibi Hatao” pink populism. By
the end of the year, she was “Maa
Durga” incarnate, having defeated
and dismembered Pakistan. She
could walk on water.

The twin-engine populism of
socialism and nationalism, howev-
er, was masking the harsher reali-
ties of India. The economy was
already collapsing under the weight
of her maniacal nationalisations;
entrepreneurs were fleeing an inva-

I n the non-stop hail of worsening economic indi-

NATIONAL INTEREST
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But they could laugh at themselves and Gulzar
wrote for them the anthem for those years of decline:
“Haal chaal theek thaak hai...” Play it, listen to the
lyrics. Almost every line would make you pause and
figure out why I take you back there.

Sample: “BA kiya hai, MA kiya, lagta hai woh bhi
aiwein kiya/lkkaam nahin hai varna
yahan, aapki dua se baaki theek-
thaak hai...” (We’ve got our BA/MA
degrees, looks like it was all a
waste/there’s no job, nothing to do,
yet, with your benevolence all’s well
with the world.) Gulzar might as well
have written it for 2019. Or he can re-
release it and pretend he just wrote it.
You wouldn’t know.

Before we discuss how we got
here from the world-conquering
optimism of 2014, it is instructive to

sive licence-quota raj; super-high
taxation (97.5 per cent ultimately)
created the black economy that still
hasn’t been defeated; and the expense of the war
didn’t help. But, remember, political fortunes are
determined not by statistics, but the mood or what we
call the “hawa”.

SHEKHAR GUPTA

t was in 1971 that poet-lyricist Gulzar made his

first film, Mere Apne. It was built around Meena
Kumari, a poor and abandoned old woman in a city
who becomes a central figure of affection and refuge
for a bunch of young men played by some who'd
become big names later. They have degrees, aspira-
tions, but no jobs and nothing to do except while
away time in desperate hopelessness, play some
pranks, or get into street fights.

see how India and Indira Gandhi

reached the collapse 0f 1974 from the

high of 1971. That March 1971 land-
slide and the destruction of all opposition was so
heady, she and her deeply ideological (of the chic
Left) advisors kept sinking ever deeper into toxic
socialism.

Then, when India’s economy was at its most vul-
nerable, two Black Swan events struck. One — the
Yom Kippur war (October 1973) and the resulting oil
shock — was beyond her control. The second, nation-
alisation of the wholesale wheat trade, she wrought
upon herself. Her Communist cabal said, if it works
in the Soviet Union, it shall work here. It didn’t.

A disaster followed, with wheat prices rising,
farmers furious, traders and private rural middle-
men jobless. It could have become her equivalent of

OPINION 9

Mao’s war on the sparrows of China. Alarmed, she
reversed it, but too late. By the last quarter of 1974,
India’s inflation peaked at 34.7 per cent and Mrs
Gandhi’s popularity had declined deeply. Protests,
Navnirman Andolan, all essentially comprising job-
less youth and angry students, broke out nationwide.
Sounds familiar and a bit more current?

Pushed to the wall, Mrs Gandhi fell back on her
tested old ploy: Nationalism. First came the Pokhran-
1 nuclear test (May 1974). That euphoria lasted only
a few weeks as people by now were hurting deep
down. The last throw of the dice was the integration
of Sikkim, in May 1975. But angry people were not
willing to go back from the pickets. A month later, we
ended up with the Emergency.

Once again, because you need to qualify and idiot-
proof everything these days, I am not suggesting or
predicting we will end up that way again. My point is
minimal for now: That once people have suffered
joblessness and economic stall for a length of time,
nationalism will no longer calm their anger.

t which point we take you back to the movies

again because we well know that our film-mak-
ers can sniff the popular mood, their market, before
any of us pundits can. After Mere Apne came the era
of films like Shor, Roti, Kapda aur Makaan, and oth-
ers woven around the theme of poverty, exploita-
tion, price rise (baaki kuchh bacha toh mehengai
maar gayiwas a mega hit), and the jobless underdog
as protagonist. Again, this later dovetailed neatly
into the “Angry Young Man” phase. But I am not
going there at this point.

Where do you think did this repeat of history
begin? Some of you might think it was the victory in
the latest general elections that made the Modi gov-
ernment smug, despite a declining economy. If peo-
ple vote for us despite the messed-up economy, it
means all they need is a constant socio-nationalist
high. You can fortify it further with religion. So, rather
than go all-hands-on-the-deck with the economy,
unleash Article 370, the Temple, the Citizenship
Amendment Act. Never mind that economic data is
looking worse by the quarter.

Would you consider, instead, putting this calendar
back somewhere early in Narendra Modi’s first term
and the twin blow of “suit-boot ki Sarkar” and defeat
over that too-early-in-the-day land acquisition law?

Mr Modi immediately shifted direction to more
nationalism and deep socio-populism, and to being
a corruption fighter. Demonetisation was the first of
his self-wrought Black Swan events. This CAA-NRC-
NPR jumble looks like his second. One, because it
divides the country as nothing else did in decades.
Second, because it has drawn total global disap-
pointment if not direct criticism and you can’t just
toss it now. We live in a globalised world where India’s
stakes are different from those in 1974. And third,
because unlike Mrs Gandhi’s heyday, India is now
governed federally. You can’t order chief ministers
around. Or fire them using Article 356.

Where do we go from this back-to-1974 feel now?
We know where Mrs Gandhi took us by the summer
0f1975. The choice lies with Mr Modi. Just that, even
if he’s more popular and powerful than Mrs Gandhi
then, it is a very different world — and India — than
in1975.

In special arrangement with ThePrint
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SUNIL SETHI

The Uncommon Reader the

British playwright and screen-
writer Alan Bennett describes
what happens when the Queen of
England suddenly, and unac-
countably, becomes a voracious
reader. This habit is met with
alarm by her staff and consterna-
tion by loyal subjects on her walk-
abouts. Instead of exchanging
polite nothings Her Majesty starts
quizzing the public on what they
read and discussing the merits of
Trollope, Dickens, and Virginia
Woolf. A few misguided folk men-
tion Harry Potter — “but to this
the Queen (who had no time for
fantasy) invariably said briskly,
‘Yes. One is saving that for a rainy

I n his coruscating slim volume

day,” and passed swiftly on.”
Whether you love or love to
hate Harry Potter, Keshava
Guha’s debut novel Accidental
Magic (HarperCollins; ¥599) is
not just for rainy days. It’s the
pick of the crop in a strong year
for fiction — a hugely inventive
and entertaining foray into the
intricate, interlinked virtual
world of Potter fandom. Kannan,
the Bangalore boy’s initiation
into American college life and
the Yahoo! group HP4BK (Harry
Potter for Big Kids), is an escape,
an intellectual quiz, and an emo-
tional link to diverse milieus and
relationships. Vividly observed
and articulated, it is a classic bil-
dungsroman of our time.
Madhuri Vijay’s prize-win-
ning The Far Field (Fourth Estate;
%599), deservedly praised novel, is
a young daughter’s unsettling
requiem for a lost mother, a brit-
tle, high-strung woman who
forged a relationship with a
Kashmiri salesman. Her search
takes her to the Valley, with the
torments of an unresolved past
intensifying turbulent lives
stained by violence and fear.
Fiction can plunge us into those
dark recesses that no amount of
reportage can; and Ms Vijay’s

dense narrative is remarkable for
its evocation of a fractured land.
The City and the Sea (Penguin;
%499) by Raj Kamal Jha is also
about a disappearing mother who
fails to return home from work.
Partly inspired by the Delhi gang
rape of 2012, the book’s episodic,
intercut structure weaves imag-
ined, often dream-like realities in
experimental form.

Several of the year’s best non-
fiction titles such as Early Indians
by Tony Joseph were reviewed
here (“A bibliophile’s summer
reading”, June 15, 2019) but here
are some notable recent arrivals.

Shanta Gokhale, the novelist,
prolific translator from Marathi,
theatre archivist, and critic has
written a memoir, One Foot on
the Ground: A Life Told through
the Body (Speaking Tiger; ¥399)
that can hardly be bettered. As a
femme de lettres her British coun-
terpart would perhaps be the cel-
ebrated Diana Athill, who died
this year at the age of 101. Ms
Gokhale’s unusual education in
middle-class Mumbai and
London neighbourhoods, her
two broken marriages, earning a
living, and bringing up a family
are sustained by passionate intel-
lectual rigour. It is the rewinding

of life illuminated by candour,
insight, humour, and brevity. On
the perils of being a bilingual
writer, she quotes Arun Kolatkar,
“the quintessential Bombay
poet” who said, “Well you see, I
have a pencil with two points.”

Indeed, iflife is being dealt an
unpredictable hand of cards, then
the most engaging memoirs are
those able to shape it into a series
of surprising sequences. Fiji-born
Bhaichand Patel had many
avatars — as journalist, barrister,
and UN diplomat — and habitats
— Delhi, London, Bombay, New
York, and Manila — before com-
ing to roost in the capital as bon
vivant and raconteur par excel-
lence. He has the talent of treating
the weightiest of subjects weight-
lessly and making you laugh out
loud. IAm a Stranger Here Myself:

An Unreliable Memoir
(HarperCollins; 699) is
apleasure.

Two musical journeys added
immeasurably to my year’s read-
ing list. Those who admire
Shubha Mudgal as a diva of com-
manding power and range may
be unaware that both her parents
taught English Literature at
Allahabad University and she has
a natural gift for storytelling and
comic timing. Looking for Miss
Sargam (Speaking Tiger; T499) is
her fictionalised encounters with
characters and situations in the

Inadvertising, toerris human

A

YES, BUT...
SANDEEP GOYAL

here was alot of hullabaloo
earlier this month about an
Uber ad that had mistakes
in the headline and spelling errors
in body copy. Lots of nasty
remarks were posted on social
media. First Ogilvy, the Uber
agency, was targeted. And roasted.
When they issued a denial saying
the ad was not theirs, the mud-
slinging kind of eased somewhat.
So now, with Ogilvy out of the
frame, it looked as if the client had
done the creatives in-house (or
done them through a small
agency/freelancer) and managed
aself-goal.
After 35yearsin the business,
sat back, and thought to myself:

“Why so much criticism? Why
such self-flagellation? Why such
nasty remarks about peers? Aren’t
we all human? Anyone can make a
mistake. Sure the mistake has
costs, and maybe has repercus-
sions. But is an inadvertent mis-
take, an honest error, enough to
trigger an avalanche of such nasti-
ness and negativity? Does the
advertising industry over-react?”

Back to Uber. The taxi-hailing
company ran ads in Delhi and
Mumbai (perhaps other cities) too.
The headline in Delhi ran some-
thinglike this... “Planning to head
out of the Delhi?” The mistake of
adding a ‘the’ before Delhi got
Twitter heated up, and in knots, in
no time. Also, in the body copy
“anywhere” and “anytime” were
written as single words. While the
singular/combined usage in “any-
where” was debatable, the “any-
time” should have been two sepa-
rate words for sure. In the Mumbai
ad, the name of a destination was
wrongly spelt. An extra i’ was
added to Bhimashankar, one of
the destinations. Hell broke loose
on social media.

My personal opinion is that the

original Delhi headline perhaps
was meant to say, “Planning to
head out of the Delhi smog?” or
may be Delhi pollution. Somebody
senior at the client end must have
felt that the use of words like
“smog” or “pollution” may not be
politically incorrect. A last minute
chopping of the undesirable word
must have been ordered. In the
haste to catch the newspaper
deadline, the offending “the”
which too should have been
removed, was not deleted. Sh*t
happens!

I have seen worse. Almost 25
years ago, I ran a new help-line
number ad for Lufthansa in
Mumbai. Front page solus. Big
bold telephone number upfront.
And, we managed to get the num-
berwrong! Don’t ask me how. The
client had seen the artwork; the
copywriter had checked and
signed the material. Yet somehow
the mistake happened. The wrong
number was incessantly ringing
at the home of an old Parsi lady;,
driving her nuts. It was an MTNL
numbet, and it took us half aday to
get it disconnected. Another half
day to double check the originally

allotted number.  Getting
space...that too front page
solus...in the newspaper the next
day was another nightmare. In all
this, the client did not once fly off
the handle. Nor was there any
social media those days to deride
us or mock us. I just went the next
day to the Parsilady’s home with a
box of chocolates, and apologised.
She was most gracious, and under-
standing. Period.

Way back in the early 1990s
when Star TV used to uplink from
Hong Kong, we had a new packag-
ing change commercial running
during Christmas-New Year for
Fujifilm. That was also the time of
the year when Star would shut all
commercial operations and the
uplinking would be on auto. Well,
our “new” commercial went on air
but somehow it was the wrong tape
that was getting broadcast! And as
Isaid, Star was all but shut for hol-
idays. It took us three days of fire-
fighting across the globe to get the
right material to run. In all the
chaos, the client in Japan main-
tained a stoic silence, and in fact
sent me a “thank-you” message
once the error had been rectified.

madcap musical whirl: Cut-throat
producers, ambitious ustads, con-
niving accompanists et al. It’s a
delicious concoction. Despite its
genealogical sprawl, documen-
tary filmmaker Saba Dewan’s
Tawaifnama (Context; ¥899), a
fly-on-the-wall account of the
kinship of courtesans and danc-
ing girls in the geographically
small Purvanchal region of
Banaras and Bhabua is unique for
its historical and social investiga-
tion. Among many things, it
details, how male progeny are
sidelined as second-class off-
spring in a matriarchal commu-
nity that prizes girl children as
bread-winners and keepers of
musical tradition.

It’s been a fruitful year for
scholars. A couple of works of his-
tory stand out: Kim A Wagner’s
Jallianwala Bagh: An Empire of
Fear and the Making of the
Amritsar Massacre (Penguin;
¥599) unveils new research on the
city as religious centre and com-
mercial trading post. In sinewy
prose it traces the roots of the 1919
tragedy from 1857 and the unrav-
elling of the Raj. And for a histo-
ry buff’s bedtime reading, Manu
S Pillai’s The Courtesan, the
Mahatma & the Italian Brahmin
(Context; 3599) is the ideal com-
panion — more than 50 tales
familiar and unfamiliar.

Happy New Yeatr!

The advertising business,
methinks, needs to tone down a
bit. Take control of itself, and its
emotions. Controversy on every
small little issue signals an indus-
try either unsure of itself, or a fra-
ternity that is needlessly uptight
and too self-righteous. A good
laugh, some good-natured banter
on the Uber ad was all that was
merited. Not the ugly, derisive
comments that flooded the social
media after the headline debacle.

If advertising practitioners and
pundits do need to get themselves
into a rage in 2020, there are a lot
more pertinent issues than inad-
vertent mistakes that ought to get
them worked up...puffery, plagia-
rism, puerility...perennial prob-
lems that advertising has faced,
but never really confronted. Or
addressed. Or solved.

The lessons to be learnt from
the Uber debacle are simply that (1)
Toerris human (2) No oneisinfal-
lible. Tomorrow it could be you (3)
Grin and bear it. Forgive and forget
(4) Tomorrow is another day.

Thewriteris an advertising and media
veteran

Theuniversallanguage

EYE CULTURE

SUHIT K SEN

ecent research has validated the
R old saying, articulated, among

others, by HW. Longfellow, that
music is a universal language that knows
no barriers of, well, language, ethnicity,
creed, colour or faith. The research proj-
ect was conducted by a number of US
universities, including  Harvard
University and Pennsylvania State
University. The findings were published
in the US academic journal Science.

The research findings are significant
because musicologists and scholars in
related disciplines have questioned
Longfellow’s view, expressed 184 years
ago, that “music is the universal language
of mankind”.

The research team studied 118 songs
from 86 cultures, which were classified
into four groups: Dance songs, healing
songs, love songs and lullabies. The team
consisted of Manvir Singh, a researcher
in evolutionary biology at Harvard, Luke
Glowacki, a professor of anthropology at
Pennsylvania State University and
Samuel Mehr, also of Harvard. They cre-
ated a database and loaded ethnograph-
ic and music-related information into it
from 315 societies across 60 cultures and
30 geographical regions, but compared
118 songs, as mentioned.

The researchers found significant
intra-category similarities. A Marathi
lullaby was found to have structural sim-
ilarities with lullabies sung by people in
the Scottish Highlands and the Nahua
indigenous people of Central America.
A Garo dance song was similar to a Yaqui
dance song from northern Mexico and a
Tlingit dance song from the Pacific
Northwest coast of the United States. The
database of 118 songs had lullabies from
India, Central Africa, Northern Australia,
North America and other places. Healing
songs came from Uttar Pradesh, Central
America, Africa and North America. And
dance songs and love songs came from
similarly diverse cultures and regions.

Overall, lullabies were slow and sooth-
ing, their sounds were gentle and fluid;
dance songs were universally fast, lively
and rhythmic; love songs tended to build
and release tension with a broader range
of pitches than lullabies; and healing
songs had shorter notes than love songs
and varied more in rhythm than dance
songs. “What our study shows is that
when we as humans of a particular cul-
ture make music, while the sounds may
sound unique, they actually reflect deep
features of human psychology coupled
with social processes,” Glowacki said to
The Telegraph.

The export of Anglo-American cul-
ture has meant that certain forms of
music have become global from the sec-
ond half of the past century. Rock'n’roll
music and other forms of popular Anglo-
American music — like disco, hip-hop,
rhythm and blues and rap — are lionised

throughout the world. The youth, espe-
cially in non-English-speaking Europe,
including the continent, as it were;
Africa; Asia; and south and central
America are all hooked to genres of
music originating in the United States
and Britain. Even an older set of people,
who grew up in the 1950s and 1960s listen
avidly to early rock’n’roll, blues, jazz, folk
rock and country music.

But that’s not all. These genres have
profoundly influenced popular music
across the world, including India. Rap
has been adapted across India. And
popular music, whether used in films
or not, have borrowed rhythms, struc-
tures and instruments from popular
Western music.

Closest home for this writer, ever
since Kabir Suman, as he is known now,
launched what later came to be known
as “jibanmukhi gaan” (life-focused
music), Bengali popular music has not
only started sounding much more like
“Western” music, it also uses lyrics that
echo concerns that share more ground
with popular music in the West as com-
pared to earlier popular Bengali songs.
“Bangla bands” have proliferated. A sig-
nificant proportion of members of these
bands are young people who have grown
up on rock and other forms of Western
music — Beatles onwards.

The research we have referred to
uncovers musical similarities across
cultures that are deep-seated and have
existed for a long time. But the export
of Anglo-American culture, in music
and other cultural fields, and its glob-
al proliferation, before the age of glob-
alisation and, especially, in that age,
raise interesting questions, some not
easy to answer. Why has there been a
tendency towards a flattening of cul-
tures? And does this kind of growing
uniformity betoken large-scale
changes in sensibility.

Some technological developments
have no doubt made cultural “misce-
genation” easier. The ubiquity of the
Internet on computers and mobile
phones has made cross-cultural con-
sumption substantially easy. Similarly,
the spread of satellite television, say, in
urban India, has had a similar effect.
Exposure through these technologies
and devices has perhaps made people
more receptive to other cultures.

But does that mean sensibilities are
changing? The research alluded to clear-
ly hypothesises that the similarities in
types of music stem from deep-seated
and shared psychological traits coupled
with social or societal traits. And these
similarities have been around for a long
time. But it is doubtful whether the cul-
tural flattening typical of the post-World
War II period and more especially the
era of globalisation has created a similar
change in sensibilities.

Everyweek, Eye Culture features writers with
an entertaining critical take on art, music,
dance, film and sport
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Sebi levies a traffic fine on
those that rated IL&FS

Small penalties resulted in their shares rising; equally
perplexing is lack of action on IL&FS’s board/directors

HENTHE GRANT Thornton audit report on IL&FS’s rating agen-
cies had given so many lurid details of how the rating agency
was being told what to do by the client, and hefty bribes were
paid to senior managers of these raters,you would have thought
markets regulator Sebi would have thrown the book at them.Instead, it slapped
the equivalent of a traffic fine—X25 lakh each on India Ratings, Care,and Icra—
for their lack of ‘due diligence’, and for basing their reports on primarily the
inputs given by the IL&FS management. But, surely,as Grant Thornton revealed,
the offer by an India Ratings to keep the rating private was illegal; a senior
Fitch/India Ratings manager got a ¥44 lakh discount on a flat,and ¥25 lakh was
donated to a trust run by the Icra’s chairman. Email records showed that Care
was downgrading an IL&FS group firm to BB+ with a stable outlook, but aftera
discussion with the IL&FS management, this got bumped up to BBB- with a sta-
ble outlook; in another case, Fitch’s AAA with a negative outlook for IL&FS
became an AAAwith a stable outlook.It is hardly surprising, then, that after the
Sebi penalty, the shares of the rating agencies rose.And, this is despite the Grant
Thornton report saying that the agencies were concerned about the group’s
exposure even way back in 2011; in one case, an IL&FS staffer even edited the
rating rationale given by Icra.

While credit rating agencies were the eyes and ears of those who invested in
IL&FS orlent money to it,none of them drew attention to the fact that,between
2014 and 2018, its consolidated debt ballooned to 391,091 crore from 48,671
crore.And,while IL&FS earned a profit of Y584 crorein 2018, thiswas ona stand-
alonebasis; atagrouplevel,itmadealoss 0of X1,869 crorein thatyear.In the case
of group firm ITNL, the liabilities are 16,318 crore on a standalone basis and
%42,371 crore for the consolidated entity.

While this changes everything,and that is why the IL&FS meltdown has nearly
crippled the entire NBFC sector,what is surprising is the lack of action against the
group’sindependent and shareholder directors.Its risk management committee,
headed by LIC’s managing director—LIC owns over 25% of IL&FS—met just once
in the four years when the IL&FS group leverage rose to a frightening 13 froma
reasonable 2.6 on a standalone basis. Other high-profile IL&FS directors on the
risk committee were Maruti Suzuki chairman RC Bhargava,and former shipping
secretary MP Pinto.Another LIC staffer, ex-chairman SB Mathur,headed IL&FS’s
remuneration committee and had no hesitation in clearing a ¥20 crore annual
salary for IL&FS chief Ravi Parthasarathy despite the company being run to the
ground and having fishy accounts. Given this, it is truly shocking that no serious
action of any type—debarring directors from being on the board of any company
foracertain number of years, forinstance—has been taken by the government or
any regulator. Indeed, despite RBI designating IL&FS as a systemically impor-
tant NBFC, it failed to detect what was going on.While two audit firms are facing
aban fortheirrolein the IL&FS scam,alot more action needs to be taken against
IL&FS’s promoters and directors.

Financial stress worsens

RBI estimates PSU bank NPAs could be 13.29% in a year

VEN BEFORE THE Reserve Bank of India (RBI) highlighted the rising

stress on banks’books in H1FY20, it had been evident that the non-per-

forming assets (NPA) cycle may not quite have come to an end. The real-

ity is that several sectors—power, real estate, NBFCs, telecom, and
MSMEs—are not recovering as fast as they should be. Therefore, lenders remain
vulnerable to defaults by borrowers.That apart,given how the economy continues
to decelerate, with growth having crashed to a six-year low of 4.5% year-on-year
(y-0-y)in Q2FY20, borrowers in other segments, too, could delay repayments. Not
surprising,then,that macro-stress tests for credit risk show that under the baseline
scenario, the gross NPA ratio for banks may increase from 9.3 in September 2019,
to 9.9 by September 2020. These are per the central bank’s findings in the latest
Financial Stability Report (FSR).The fact is gross NPAs are increasing on an absolute
basis. For state-owned lenders, these are projected to rise to 13.2% by September
2020,from 12.7% in September 2019, while for private sector banks, the increase
forecast isa more modest 30 basis points to 4.2%.

RBI attributed the possible increases in bad loans to a change in the macro-
economic scenario, marginal increase in slippages,and the denominator effect
of declining credit growth. The question is, how much of a deceleration in
growth has RBI pencilled in because the forecasts have been made fora baseline
scenario that assumes the current economic situation will continue? However,
growth could well decelerate in the coming quarters, pressuring other parame-
ters. Moreover, what is more pertinent is how well the sectors that banks are
more exposed to are faring.

High-frequency data show that sectors such as real estate continue to suffer
from poor demand, leaving inventories high, while stalled capacity in the power
sectorremains highataround 25,000 MW.Of the 40,000 MW of stressed thermal
capacity—towhich banks have an exposure of X2 lakh crore—resolutions have been
found for just 12,000 MW. Lenders’ exposures to NBFCs remain under a cloud
because the experience with IBC has revealed that the level of recovery can be very
low.Infact,the FSRdraws from an industryreport on emerging trends in consumer
credit to say that the environment for NBFCs remains challenging. Pointing out
this is relevant because there has been a sharp rise in delinquencies in the com-
mercial credit segment. What is also worrying is that with rising loan losses and
the need for more provisioning, capital adequacy for a group of 53 banks is pro-
jected to drop to 14.1% by September 2020, from 14.9% right now; if the macro
environment deteriorates, five scheduled banks could see their capital adequacy
ratio fall to below 9%.

WinningFORMULA

India can’t achieve its Olympic goals if most women
athletes are suffering from undernutrition and health risks

HEN PRIME MINISTER Modiannounced,backin 2016,thata task-
force would be set up to improve India's medal tally at the
Olympics—NITI Aayog also released a plan to get 50 medals by
2024—many had imagined a UK-like push for enhancing India's
performance. In the 2012 Olympics, the UK had become an example of mixing
technology and sports, as the country finished third in Olympic medal table with
65 medals, of which 29 were gold and 17 silver. But,a new study highlights India
stillhasalongwayto gobeforeit can even getits athletes performance-ready. Pub-
lished in the Indian Express,a report by Inspire Institute of Sport (IIS) on women
athletes in India shows that an alarming number of them miss their periods,and
are deficient in key minerals. Indian female athletes showed higher deficiencies
and health riskswhen compared to their counterpartsworldwide, putting them at
significant risk of suffering career-threatening injuries aswell aslong-term health
consequences, including osteoporosis.

Data highlight that 20% of the 51 athletes monitored by the study missed
their period, while 90% were deficient in iron. More importantly, the study said
that 399% of athletes develop what is called Relative Energy Deficiency in Sports
(RED-S) syndrome, which occurs due to low-calorie intake,and results in missed
periodsand weakening of bones.While the studyis a first of its kind and does show
that India is taking sports seriously, the government needs to act to address the
issues it raises. With the 2020 Olympics around the corner, there is not much the
government can do.But, it can commission more research, keeping the 2024 50-
medal goal in mind.
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% CYCLE OF TYRANNY

Congress leader Priyanka Gandhi

They will form the government, then they will destroy
the universities and the Constitution. Then you will
protest and then they will call you a "fool". But
Youngistan will stand firm on the ground

RECENT FISCALHISTORY PROVES EVERYTHING CAN BE MANAGED. EXPENDITURES CAN BE
DEFERRED AND DISINVESTMENT ACCOMPLISHED THROUGH INTER-COMPANY HOLDINGS

The economist’s year
in a lighter vein

CONOMIC DISCUSSIONS
AND debates are now a
habit. With so much media
time and space to be filled,
itisjust great to talk about
such subjects. The official view-point
mouthed by economists in the estab-
lishment play the familiar aria while

SABNAVIS

‘Chief economist, CARE Ratings
Views are personal

those in the corporate world tend to
discreetly appreciate the same, even if
they disagree. Those in the academic
field could differ sharply, but, in any
case,thereis noskininthe gameforthe
profession! This was an exciting year
from an economist’s point of view,and
following are its top-ten highlights.

First,were the global phenomena—
Brexit and the trade wars—which
entered all discussions. Every policy
document spoke of the fear or uncer-
tainty of these two factors, which had
replaced oil as the chief concern.This is
notwithstanding the general consen-
susthat thesewon’t have much impact
on a domestic-oriented economy,
except that therewill beless discussion
once theyareresolved. Until then, they
serveasavery good excuse for doing or
not doing anything. The non-resolu-
tion of these issues means that we will
hear more of them despite Boris John-
son’s promise that January 2020 will
see something more firm.

Second,afeeling of déja vu pervaded
through 2019 when it came to NSS data.
Recall that last year, GDP and the back
series dominated media time, with the
CSO, NITI Aayog, and PMEAC debating
this with economists, analysts and ex-
government officials. This year had its
moment when the data brought out on
consumption—this was not released,
but rejected—showed unfavourable
trends. This episode of data manage-
ment gave one the sense that if the
results are not to one’s liking, one
debunks the approach and commis-
sions another study on grounds of the
methodology being incorrect.

Third, as a nation, we improved our
position inWorld Banks’Doing Business
rankings.While naysayers still complain
that we addressed only the elements

which go into the formula, a better rank
is a better rank. There is no gainsaying
this achievement. But, were this ease of
doingbusinesstobejuxtaposed with the
cancellation of contracts in Andhra
Pradesh that followed the change of
guard, investors would be left dangling
in ambivalence. State risk is even more
devastating than regulatoryrisk (ask the
telecom companies!).

Fourth, as the year started with the
accepted GDP growth numbers, the
taglinethatwentalongwasthat Indiais
the fastest growing economy in the
world.When questions were raised on a
slowdown, we were reminded that we
are the fastest growing country in the
world—a factwhich could be seen on the
IMF and World Banksites.Therefore, the
fall of the growth rate from 7%to 6%to
5% was not really a concern. But, the
alacrity with which policies were intro-
duced raised suspicion—the multiple
measures wouldn’t be required if the
economy was really doing very well!

Fifth, economists had a blast with
words and the common thought was
that we did not have to worry even if
growth came down to 5% or lower
because thingswere not ‘structural’,but
‘cyclical’. Simple words have complex
undertones, and a layman may not
understand these when there is unem-
ployed, there are less jobs, and the price
of onions is ¥150/kg. What this means
is any one’s guess as consumption,
investment,overall growth,and exports
haveall slowed down,with nolightat the
end of the proverbial tunnel. But, the fee-
ble explanation of things not being
structural has dominated thousands of
hours of conferences, economic discus-
sions, and articles. It is no wonder that

the credibility of economists has—hav-
ing no skin in the game, they can say
anything anytime!

Sixth, if the structural versus cycli-
cal debate dominated discussion time,
it was overtaken by the $5-tn-dollar
aspiration. Now, frankly speaking, the
numberwill be achieved at some point
of time with sheer grav-

Inflation came down,and thenwent
up. But, all analysts know one thing for
sure—whichever way the number goes,
interest rates should belowered,and the
argument can be forcefully articulated.
When inflation was below 49%o, but core
inflation was at 6% and food inflation
atlessthan 1% ornegative,welooked at
headline inflation and argued for rate
cuts.We did not say that food inflation,
whichisimpervious to monetarypolicy,
wasresponsible for this.When inflation
is above 5% due to food inflation, the
argument is that we should not look at
the headline number, which is influ-
enced byfood prices,but only coreinfla-
tion. English is a wonderful language,
and the art of polemics is amazing.

Nine, bankers were a

ity.Besides,a $5-tn-econ- p——————  nervous lot. They appreci-

omy with few jobs, little
income, and poor living
conditions means noth-
ing. Yet,almost everyone

Does it matter
whether it takes
five or six or seven

ated everything done on
recapitalisation (but are
notlending).Theysaid the
NPA problemswere overas

has a view on the $5 tn years to reacha$5- 2 matter of being politi-

number, including the
IMF, which one would
have expected not to get

tn economy if no
one has any

cally right (but RBI keeps
finding understatement
of such numbers). They

swayed.Truly,thequality ~ solution for reviving assured the government

of discourse came down
to discussing whether it

the economy?

that they would reduce
interest rates (Which they

would take five or SiX 0f  E————————esw  Naven’tdonetotheextent

seven years to reach this
number. Does it really matter, consid-
ering that no one has a solution for
reviving the economy today?
Seventh,another subject that should
nothave merited any discussion was fis-
calmanagement.Will the 3.3%targetbe
achieved ornot? How muchwill the slip-
page be? Will it affect market borrow-
ings? Will disinvestment target be
achieved? Recent fiscal history proves
that anything can happen, and every-
thing can bemanaged.Expenditurescan
be deferred, discretionary expenditure
cut, and disinvestment accomplished
through inter-company holdings. Once
we fix what level of fiscal deficit is toler-
able,therest canfallin placewithrelative
ease.Thisisakintothe magicianwhocan
pull out just about anything from their
hat bywavingawand.

The global economy’s luck may run out

Many countries are facing structural
uncertainties that could have far-
reaching, systemic implications for

markets and the global economy

THIS BEING DECEMBER, my natural
inclination is to review the past year’s
economic and financial developments
to help policymakers and investors
anticipate what might be coming in
2020.Thisyear is ending on a relatively
positive note,especiallywhen compared
to the same time lastyear.There is hope
of aglobal growth pickup,trade tensions
have lessened, and central banks have
reaffirmed that that they will maintain
ultra-low interest rates and continue to
provide ample liquidity. Financial
volatility is subdued, and there are rea-
sonable expectations of solid investor
returns across many asset classes.

As tempting as it is to dwell on cur-
rent financial and macroeconomic
conditions,doing sorisks obfuscatinga
key element in the outlook for the
future. There is a curious contrast
between therelative clarity of expecta-
tions for the near term,and the murki-
nessand uncertainty that comeswhen
one extends the horizon further—say,
to the next five years.

Many countries are facing structural
uncertainties that could have far-reach-
ing, systemic implications for markets
and the global economy. For example,
over the next five years, the European
Union (EU) will seek to establish a new
working relationship with the United
Kingdom (UK), while also dealing with
the harmfulsocialand political effects of
slow, insufficientlyinclusive growth.The
EU will have to navigate the perils of a
prolonged period of negative interest
rates,whilealso shoring up its economic
and financial core. As long as the euro-
zone’s architecture is incomplete, con-
sistent risks of instability will remain.

Moreover, in the years ahead, the
United States, having notably outper-
formed many other economies, will
decidewhetherto continue disengaging
from therest of theworld—a process that
isat oddswith its historic position at the
centre of the global economy.

Or consider China’s development
process.With the global economyacting

EL-ERIAN
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moreasadragongrowththanaboonto
it,Chinamay confront therisk thatithas
overplayed its hand. Heavy reliance on
short-term stimulus measures is
increasingly inconsistentwith pursuing
the longer-term reforms that it needs,
and its geopolitical ambitions and
regional economic and financial com-
mitments (including the Belt and Road
Initiative) are becoming costlier. Most
important, in the next five years, China
and the US, the world’s two largest
national economies, will have to navi-
gateanincreasinglynarrowpathasthey
try to secure their own interests while
avoiding an outright confrontation.

Such fluidity clouds the economic,
financial, institutional, political,and/or
social outlook for other countries.
Today’s macroeconomic and geopolit-
ical uncertainties will amplify those
fuelled by technological disruptions,
climate change, and demographics.
And theywill raise questions about the
functioning and resilience of the global
economy and markets.

This degree of uncertaintyis partic-
ularlynotable in the multi-decade con-
text of globalisation. In recent years,
the stability that comes with broad-
based adherence to the rules-based
international orderhasbeen consider-
ablyweakened,as has the power of cen-
tral banks torepress financial volatility
and buy time for the real economy.

Left unmanaged, these medium-
term structural trends would set the
stage for greater political and social
fragmentation,and raise the spectre of
secular de-globalisation.If thereisone
thing that neither the global economy
nor markets are wired for, it is a pro-
longed and deepening rupture in cross-
border economic and financial rela-
tions. Were such a new paradigm to
materialise, today’s trade, investment,
and currency tensions would intensify
and spill over to the realm of national
security and geopolitics.

Bad outcomes are not inevitable (at
least notyet).They could still be averted

through the sustained implementa-
tion of policies to promote stronger,
more inclusive growth; restore genuine
financial stability; and usherin a fairer,
more credible (while still free) system
of international trade,investment,and
policy coordination.

But, much will depend on the func-
tioning of politics in the near term.
Going into 2020, politicians have a
favourable runway from which to
launch the policies needed to extend
the positive short-term outlookinto the
medium and long-term.Worries about
global recession have receded, financial
conditions are ultra-accommodating,
and US-China trade tensions have de-
escalated. But, these auspicious cir-
cumstances will not last forever.

Unfortunately, a policy push that
could improve and clarify the medium-
term outlook is unlikely. The US is
entering a tense and divisive election
year. Germany, Italy, and Spain are in
the midst of difficult political transi-
tions.The EUis dealing with Brexitand
other regional divisions. And China’s
government is trying to consolidate
power in the face of slowing growth
and continuing protests in Hong Kong.
The main worry—one that too few
market participants have spotted—is
that over the next five years,global eco-
nomic and market conditions may
need to deteriorate nearer to crisis lev-
els before national, regional,and mul-
tilateral political systems muster an
adequate response.

Fortunately, we are now in a period
when action could be taken to prevent
the worst-case scenario from becom-
ing a binding reality. Let us hope that I
amwrong about today’s political paral-
ysis.As long as there is still time, there
is a chance that policymakers will fol-
low the advice offered by then-IMF
managing director Christine Lagarde
in October 2017:“Fix the roof while the
sunis shining”.

Copyright: Project Syndicate, 2019
www.project-syndicate.org

expected).Theyapplauded
when they were told to lend more to
SMEs and not recognise the NPAs, like
had happened during demonetisation
(the future offers trepidation). The ‘Yes
People’ have said their lines, just as the
playwright had dictated.

Last, the spoken word does not end
at the door of Shashi Tharoor and his
pompous Stephanian English, which
often sends the readerrunning for the
dictionary. This is now passé. This was
upstaged by a member of the MPC
when the monetary policy minutes
revealed the word ‘floccinaucinihilip-
ilification’. Policy minutes will surely
get harder to read and understand if
such terms are going to be used. But,
there can be variety in expression
given that the script is the same every
time with new numbers.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

Crossroads in your
imagination

It is important to understand that
the prime minister and the home
minister are in complete harmony
as the NRC has not yet been tabled
in the House. It is, however,
expected to be introduced in the
near future. It is the resistance by
misguided individuals that lacks
direction, and is apparently fuelled
by vested political interests. The
present one is the most stable and
capable leadership the sovereign
can boast of. The government
must continue to prioritise the
larger interest and penalise the
nexus responsible for causing
damage to national property and
human life. The proposals being
opposed haven't undermined the
rights of even a single solvent
resident yet; therefore, mistrusting
the intent of the incumbent
government or deliberately
creating an environment of
uncertainty lacks rationale. While
personal assets of offenders are
being confiscated, it is important
that the so-called critics
misleading the public duly
penalised, too. It is prudent to limit
the influx of illegals in order to
preserve solidarity in the longer-
run. Developed economies have
established tougher immigration
norms to boost quality job growth
and standard of living—it would be
insane to reward infiltration.
Adherence to secular, democratic
principles demands stringent
vetting to segregate illegal
immigrants from permitted
refugees. India aims to safeguard
the long-term interests of minority
refugees seeking safety in India.
The apex court must intervene if
states continue their non-
cooperative attitude towards
matters of national importance.
Serving the larger interest takes
precedence over the selfish
interests of regional parties and a
futile Opposition.

— Girish Lalwani, Delhi
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Bosses will

pay a price for
mixing politics
and corporate

values

The downsides of CEO activism will
become rather clearer in 2020

HERE USED TO be an iron
rule for any American boss
tempted to talk about poli-
tics: don’t. Recently, this rule
has been discarded as chief
executives have been drawn into tak-
ing stands on inequality, the culture
wars and climate. So far, they have had
an easy ride: it is more fun to outline
your vision for humanity than for
increasing EBITDA margins. But in
2020, this new breed of activist CEOs
will face three problems that politi-
cians know well: the charge of
hypocrisy, the risk of a recession and
destabilising ideological shifts.
Corporate America’s drift away from
political neutrality and inactivity began
after the financial crisis in 2008-09.
Banks gave displays of contrition.Anew
generation of woke consumers and
workers grew up during the crisis. Some
were preoccupied by cultural injustices;
others attacked capitalism, too.Climate
change became an urgent problem and
economic nationalism meant firms had
to demonstrate their patriotism.
Bosses have responded to these sig-
nals.Jamie Dimon, of JPMorgan Chase,
pens 50-page letters, ostensibly to its
shareholders: the latest
touches on education,and
military procurement and
demands “CEOs: your
country needs you!” Sili-

Prudent firms will
adopt a simpler

By then the three downsides of CEO
activism will have become more appar-
ent. First, the accusations of hypocrisy:
it is not hard to find. Nike, which has
pushed virtuous branding, has been
embroiled in a doping scandal. Black-
Rock,a fund manager that pushes other
firms to invest more, spent over 100%
of its own cashflow on buybacks in the
past 12 months.Visa signed the Round-
table letter championing customers,
but is part of a payments oligopoly. If
the inconsistency between bosses’
words and actions becomes too glaring,
reputations can suffer,as Mark Zucker-
berg of Facebook knows.

Second, if there is a recession, CEO
activists will struggle to reconcile the
interests of employees and their fidu-
ciary duty to shareholders. In the past
two downturns, American firms cut
their wage bill by 6%; if they had not,
profits would have been 249% lower.
This flexibility is a hallmark of Ameri-
can capitalism. The conflict between
business logicand political posturingis
already evident at firms facing techno-
logical disruption. Consider Mary Barra
of General Motors,a prominent Round-
table signatory.In September 2019, she
faced a strike by 46,000
workers who complained
of unfair pay and factory
closures as she tries to
shift GM to electric vehi-

conValley chiefshumoura  yjision: it is the job cles.

minority of radicalised £ tt And third,as any mem-
employees. Bosses like to orgovernmentto .. of Congress will tell
claim their firms arelead- ~ Settherules,and  you, the ideological
ing the fight against car- the job of ground can shift quickly.
bon emissions. In 2017, companies to CEOs hope that by adopt-

bosses joined flag-waving
summits in the White
House. Over 180 CEOs
have signed a declaration
by the Business Round-
table that their objective is not just to
serve shareholders, but customers and
workers, too.

Business folk are motivated by ide-
alism, vanity and calculated self-inter-
est. But it also helps that, so far, CEO
activism has been cost-free. Like some
politicians, some bosses gladly take
credit for things they do not control.
Most of the CEOs who pledge to fight
climate change do not run firms that
are responsible for it. Take the biggest
200 Western firms that disclose emis-
sion figures. Of these, the top 20 are
responsible for 70% of all emissions:
the other 180 don’t matter much. And
like some politicians, some CEOs make
promises they don’t keep. Despite the
Roundtable’s concern for workers,
executive pay is rising and there is no
sign of a rethink on how the spoils are
split between labour and shareholders.
Profits for the S&P 500 index are fore-
cast torise by 8% in 2020.

maximise value
within these rules

ing social and political
causes they will defuse
more radical sentiments.
Dream on. The presiden-
tial campaign in 2020 will
featurelots of criticism of big business,
some of it legitimate. Democrats’ pro-
posals include workers on boards, beat-
ing up healthcare firms and tackling
monopolies, most obviously in big tech.
No such thing as a free declara-
tion: By the end of 2020, the leaders of
America Inc will realise that political
posturing is no free lunch. Many will
worry that it is a gimmick that elicits a
backlash. Prudent firms will adopt a
simpler vision: it is the job of govern-
ment to set the rules, and the job of
companies to maximise value within
these rules.That means delighting cus-
tomers (including socially conscious
ones), investing in profitable innova-
tion (including in green technologies),
and attracting workers (sometimes by
paying them more). It doesn’t mean
standing on a soapbox. That is what
politicians are paid (much less) to do.
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How to ensure

sustained growth?

RAJESH
AGGARWAL
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FTERAFEW troubledyears, the agrochemicals
marKket is picking pace.According to estimates,
the pesticide market is projected to grow at a
CAGR of 8.3% during 2018-23,and reach a
size 0of ¥292.9 billion by 2023.As the industry
grows,italso must ensure farming practices are sustainable,
and impart education to farmers on agrochemicals.

Growth outlook: The available arable land per capitahas
been steadily reducing due to increasing urbanisation, and
is expected to reduce further. However, the rising popula-
tion will keep food demand high. In order to increase agri-
cultural yield per hectare of available land, pesticides will
playanimportantrole.According to the ministry of agricul-
ture,inthe 2018-19 agricultural calendaryear, farmers cul-
tivatingin 45,043 thousand hectare—65% of the total cul-
tivated land—use either chemical or bio-pesticides, or both.
The penetration of pesticides in India is significantly lower
than other major countries, which means there is room for
growth. The government’s initiatives of extending credit
facilities to farmers in rural areas are likely to provide a
strong boost to farming, as increasing availability and low
interest rates of farm loans will encourage farmers toinvest
in agro-inputs like seeds, machinery, pesticides to improve
crop yield—that the number of sale points for pesticides
across Indiareachedahighof 2,37,083in 2017-18 isa tes-
timony to the fact. Government and private initiatives to
increase farmers’ awareness of pesticides is expected to
empower them with the knowledge of using the right kind
and amount.Combining thiswith tech interventions such as
precision-farming will further improve the outcome.

The rising levels of pest attacks from unknown quarters
have made safety of crops a concern. According to the min-
istry’s estimates, the number of sale points for the distribu-
tion of pesticides is likely to be 2,00,129 in 2018-19,while
the area of cultivable land using chemical or bio-pesticides
or both has dropped from the 62,247 thousand hectares in
2017-18.0Onlyeducating farmersisn’t enough—companies
have toboost theirinvestment in R&D of newmoleculesand
compounds. While most Indian companies invest 1-29% of
their revenue for R&D efforts, certain MNCs invest 8-10%o.
Therefore, domestic agrochemical market will continue to
face an uneven competition unless they ramp up investment
in R&D.Itisalsoan effective way to forge new collaborations
with global agrochemical companies.This creates an oppor-
tunity for contract manufacturing and research for Indian
players as India has one of the largest pools of technically-
skilled Iabour. Agrochemical companies may also consider
collaborating with tech companies to advance precision-
farming and other approaches.As part of the farming com-
munity, the agrochemicals industry has a responsibility
towards both farmers and the people.

DATA DRIVE

GDP is falling, so are investments. And,
private consumption has declined

Tax collections provide no reprieve
(FY till October, % change, y-o-y)

Far from celebration

GDP (2011-12 prices) Pvt final consumption expenditure

hand, has been in the negative forthelast (% ¢h9, y-o-) (% chg, y-o-y)
three months, even auto sales show no 10 12

Personal Income Tax

16.08

Gross tax revenues Corporate Tax

16.62

LTHOUGH THE NEW year is
Asupposed to start on a cheery note,

for India problems abound.As the
economy steps into a newyear, the
government will have alot, besides the
political front, to deal with.The economy
isnowhere nearrecovery,and GDP data
highlights growing concerns.The
second-quarter GDP slumped to 4.5%,
declining for the sixth straight quarter.
Although base effect may help overcome
this, estimates suggest that Indian

sign of recovery. Two-wheeler sales, a
proxy for rural consumption, have been
in the negative for a full year now. Gross
tax revenues are no better, tax collections
till October have only increased 1.22%
over last year. GST collections have also
slumped.With credit growth numbers
also showing a decline, nothing seems to
be working for the Indian economy.The
high-frequency data show that the third
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economy will barely go above 5% —RBI quarter is going to be no better.India A
projects theeconomyto growat 5.1%in  needs structural reforms if it is to regain 0 i
FY20,way off the 7.4% forecast at the the tag of the fastest-growing QAR QERv20 REQES QUIRIAL GST (Ren)
start of the year. economy. Otherwise, it shall 1,20,000

Meanwhile, gross fixed capital
formation (investment) has fallen
drastically.In the second quarter,
it recorded a growth of a mere
1%, much lower than the
11.8% growth recorded in Q2
of FY19.CPI figures are no
better.While the low prices
were a reprieve from
declining growth, but
inflation has been rising
steadily over the last ten
months. November recorded
inflation of 5.56% (just a
shade below the 6% RBI
ceiling).ITP,on the other

stand reduced to its earlier
moniker of fragile five.
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Deposits rise, credit growth slips
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Ahimsa 2.0

Subcontinent is witnessing revival of non-violent
movements, to protect constitutional values

« FOUNDED By <

RAMNATH GOENKA

BECAUSE THE TRUTH INVOLVES US ALL

THOU SHALT

Shifting burden of proof on citizens, telling them that rights
are bounded but duties are not — this isn’t sabka vishwas

HE GOVERNMENT ASKS the people to believe it when it says that the new

Citizenship Amendment Act (CAA)is not discriminatory, that the unsettling

National Register of Citizens (NRC) process has nothing to do with the CAA

and the National Population Register is not a precursor to the NRC. But even
as the government asks for the trust of its citizens, it simultaneously makes clear that it
does not trust them. And that the onus of proving trustworthiness is, primarily, not on gov-
ernment, but on the people. This shifting of the burden of proof lies behind many of the
statements and assertions emanating from the top echelons of government in recent
days. In Lucknow this week, for instance, in a state which has seen the maximum num-
ber of incidents of brutal police action and the heaviest death toll during the anti-CAA
mobilisations, Prime Minister Narendra Modi spoke only of the alleged damage to pub-
lic property by protesters. He exhorted those responsible for it to “ask themselves if their
path was right”. And described citizens as bearers not of rights, but duties — “kartavya”
and “dayitva” over “adhikar”. Rights are bounded and constrained, “Haq ki ek maryada
hai, ek dayra hai, seema hai”, he said, but duties are not, “lekin dayitva, kartavya ki bhavna
bahut vyapak hai”.

This change of emphasis, this inversion, is significant and consequential. With the
burden of accountability placed squarely on the shoulders of the citizen, it lets the gov-
ernment off the hook. While the citizen squirms in the spotlight, the government, quite
literally, gets away with it. For, it is the citizen who must be always on test, who must
prove herself constantly. If in the current moment, she is being asked not about her anx-
ieties and apprehensions about the government’s new law, but to account for the pur-
ported damage to public property instead, she has been similarly challenged to prove
good citizenship and patriotism in earlier times — by demonstrating she is not a hoarder
of black money (demonetisation), by despite-it-all compliance with tangled tax laws
(GST), or by showy solidarity with the Indian army, no questions asked (Balakot). The
National Register of Citizens process, which demands proof of belonging from citizens,
is a culmination of this larger paradigm shift.

As citizens scramble to make the cut, present documents, do their duty, the govern-
ment evades the questions on a deepening economic slowdown, on the dwindling of jobs,
on the rise of anxiety and waning of optimism, or on a law that violates the letter and spirit
of the Constitution by introducing religion as a criterion for citizenship. It was another
country and a different time, but the last regime that sought to talk up fundamental du-
ties over and above fundamental rights, was the one that inserted the former in the
Constitution as an attempt to subdue citizens and distract attention from its own attempts
to curb their rights and freedoms — the government of Indira Gandhi, during the Emergency.

UNCERTAIN STILL

Recently declared results of Afghan elections are
not the last word. There is more to come

RIME MINISTER NARENDRA Modi tweeted congratulations to President Ashraf

Ghani of Afghanistan for his election victory, but the Ministry of External

Affairs has rightly been more cautious. The recently declared results of the

September 28 Afghan elections are only preliminary, and there is a long way
yet to go for the final results. Ghani has polled over 50 per cent of the 1.86 votes counted,
but has crossed the half-way mark by an extremely thin margin of some 11,600 votes.
The results have been contested by his nearest rival Abdullah Abdullah, who polled 39.5
per cent of the votes and has questioned the validity of the counting. He wants 3,00,000
votes invalidated for various irregularities, including that at least a third of them seem to
have been cast after voting hours. Protests by his supporters stalled the counting for days,
one of the reasons for the delay in announcing this tentative result. The Independent
Election Complaints Commission will look into all the complaints, and it could be an-
other month by the time final results are declared. If it takes on board Abdullah’s demand
for invalidating a substantial number of votes, a second round run-off between the two
top candidates is not ruled out.

With the votes divided on ethnic lines — the Pashtun south seems to have voted with
Ghani and the non-Pashtun north with Abdullah — the stability of any new government
will need the co-operation of all political actors, especially as they all have to deal eventu-
ally with a force that has been inimical to the election process and the idea of a democratic
Afghanistan. Even as it engaged in talks with the US for the withdrawal of American troops,
the Taliban carried out violent attacks in the run-up to the election. The fear of bombings
and violence on election day had animpact on the turn-out, the lowest for any election, post
9/11,and in many areas under Taliban control, polling stations could not open. The recently
resumed US peace talks with the Taliban, after they were called off abruptly by President
Donald Trump just ahead of the election, bring more uncertainty into the mix.

But with weeks to go, if not months, before the tortuously slow election process comes
up with the final results, it would be no surprise either if the US announces that it has
reached an agreement with the Taliban — the two sides were close at the time of Trump’s
cancellation — even before a government has taken office in Kabul. At this point, it is dif-
ficult to be optimistic about Afghanistan.

UPr AND AWAY

The Mig-27 flies into the sunset, bringing
a bitter-sweet career to an end

CHAPTER IN the history of the Indian Air Force (IAF) came to an end with

the last of the Mig-27 fighter aircraft flying into the sunset at Jodhpur on

Friday, 35 years after they were first inducted. Not only will it be the last of

the Mig-27s, it will also be one of the last aircraft from the Mig family of
fighter jets with the IAF. The first Mig, which stands for the tongue twisting Mikoyan-
Gurevich, came from the erstwhile Soviet Union, in the aftermath of the 1962 Chinese
debacle — selected over competing aircraft offered by the United States — and soon to be
made in India.

The Migs went on to be the major warhorse of the IAF, serving with aplomb in the
1965 and 1971 wars against Pakistan, and the Mig-27 particularly rendered yeoman serv-
ice during the Kargil conflict, where it flew under strict operating limitations imposed
by the political leadership. Its performance surprised the Pakistanis, but it perhaps equally
surprised the IAF which had worried about the moniker of “flying coffins” attached to
Mig aircraft after multiple crashes. The Migs again proved their mettle in the short aer-
ial combat after the Balakot strike, where the IAF claimed that Wing Commander
Abhinandan had shot down a Pakistani F-16 even though he was himself shot down and
taken captive in the bargain.

The Mig-27 will go but no obituaries will be written for it, as it leaves the IAF with a
severe shortage of fighter jets in its fleet. Authorised 42 squadrons, it has two-thirds that
number in its kitty. If India faces a military crisis in the near future, along with “God and
the soldier we adore”, the much maligned Mig-27 aircraft will be remembered as well.

CHRISTOPHE JAFFRELOT

WEDON'TKNOW if India invented non-vio-
lent civil disobedience — sometimes, mistak-
enly referred to as passive resistance. But India
is certainly the first country where this form
of protest was practised on a large scale under
the leadership of Mahatma Gandhi, who as-
cribed it to the Hindu/Jain notion of ahimsa.
Exactly a hundred years ago, the Non-
Cooperation Movement to protest the
Jallianwala Bagh massacre set the tone for the
satyagrahas that marked the freedom move-
ment. This method of protest became the
hallmark of several movements against op-
pression in post-independent India. The JP
Movement, which precipitated the declara-
tion of Emergency in 1975, is a case in point.

Today, the Subcontinent is returning to
this peaceful mode of popular protest. In
Pakistan, the Pashtuns have reactivated the
legacy of Abdul Ghaffar Khan, also called
Bacha Khan and Frontier Gandhi because his
stronghold was located in the North West
Frontier Province. The Pashtun Tahafuz
Movement (Pashtun Protection Movement
or PTM), formed after Nageebullah Mehsud
— originally from Waziristan — was killed in
a police encounter in Karachi on January 13,
2018, draws inspiration from Frontier
Gandhi’s movement. The extra-judicial
killing has led to rallies in support of the hu-
man rights of Pashtuns. But these sponta-
neous protests have also been precipitated
by other problems that the Pashtuns in the
former Federally Administered Tribal Areas
(FATA) are facing. The merger of FATA with
the Khyber-Pakhtunkhwa province hasn’t
mitigated the area’s problems, including that
of the landmines left behind by the Taliban.
The peaceful protests by PTM followers have
been met by repression. The army and para-
military forces have allegedly forced dissent-
ing voices to “disappear” (hence the “missing
persons syndrome”); they have also killed
dozens of peaceful demonstrators. Even
then, the PTM has been steadfast about
protesting in a non-violent manner.

This is also the attitude of most of the
Indian demonstrators who have marched
against the Citizenship Amendment Act and
the National Register of Citizens which they

As Gandhi used to say, non-
violence is not for the
coward. It demands a lot of
physical courage — a resolve
that may weaken gradually
in the face of incessant
repression. If ahimsa took
India to freedom and helped
Nelson Mandela defeat
apartheid, it failed in China
where the Dalai Lama could
not stop Beijing from
repressing Tibetans and
annihilating their culture.
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WORDLY WISE
WE ARE HAVING THIS LIBERTY IN ORDER TO

REFORM OUR SOCIAL SYSTEM.
— B R AMBEDKAR

consider as unconstitutional. This non-vio-
lent movement has been subjected to in-
tense repression. More than 24 people have
been killed so far, most of them in BJP-ruled
Uttar Pradesh. The violence by police in the
BJP-ruled states against students on univer-
sity campuses or against peaceful demon-
strators has been recorded on videos made
on mobile phones — so has the alleged de-
struction of private properties, including cars,
by the custodians of law. This is the era of
Ahimsa 2.0, where social media makes itim-
possible for the state to escape testimonies
of committed eyewitnesses, even when
there is an internet shutdown. Something
similar is happening in the case of the
protests by the Pashtuns — those who want
to know what is happening do remain in-
formed, irrespective of how the mainstream
media engages with the protests.

In Pakistan, PTM leaders have been pre-
sented as traitors working for foreign powers.
And, inIndia, several TV channels have char-
acterised non-violent demonstrators as
hooligans by repeatedly screening a select
number of incidents.

The first challenge that a non-violent
protest faces, always, is to remain non-vio-
lent in the face of repression and activities
of agents provocateurs. Mahatma Gandhi
suspended the Non Cooperation Movement
in 1922 after Chauri Chaura for that reason.
The second challenge pertains to the sustain-
ability of such a movement. As Gandhi used
to say, non-violence is not for the coward. It
demands a lot of physical courage — aresolve
that may weaken gradually in the face of in-
cessant repression. If ahimsa took India to
freedom and helped Nelson Mandela defeat
apartheid, it failed in China where the Dalai
Lama could not stop Beijing from repressing
Tibetans and annihilating their culture. Non-
violence can work only when states and so-
cieties are amenable to moral pressure and
likely to develop feelings of guilt. It is bound
to fail when the rulers and/or the majorities
that support them dehumanise the protes-
tors — whether they are ethnic groups, reli-
gious communities or political movements.

If moral pressures are a key factor, exter-

WARS AND PFACE

nal pressures can also play a role. Sustained
international sanctions also played a role in
South Africa turning its back on Apartheid.
Peaceful demonstrators cannot expect much
from the West today. State sovereignty has
staged a comeback after the fiasco of foreign
interventions in Afghanistan, Iraq and Libya.
More importantly, Western governments do
not dare to interfere with domestic politics
in the name of human rights, especially
when they are doing business with a big
country or when they look at it as a poten-
tial partner to balance China — India being a
case in point.

For a peaceful protest to bear fruit, the ju-
diciary can probably offer some hope pro-
vided itis independent enough. For divided
societies in the Subcontinent, relying on the
supreme courts of their countries is often the
last resort. On February 11,2019, the leader of
the PTM, Manzoor Ahmad Pashteen wrote
in a New York Times oped, ‘The Military Says
Pashtuns Are Traitors. We Just Want Our
Rights’: “We are not seeking a violent revolu-
tion, but we are determined to push Pakistan
back towards a constitutional order.”

The Indian peaceful demonstrators are
also asking the government to respect the
Constitution, whose preamble they recite at
the gatherings. The ball is in the court of the
judiciary: In the case of the CAA, NRC and
Article 370 and the transformation of the
state of Jammu and Kashmir into a Union
Territory. In Pakistan, the judiciary is back to
the judicial activism of 2007-08, as evident
from the recent verdict that sentenced
General Pervez Musharraf to death and the
supreme court’s judgment asking parlia-
ment to pass a law codifying the procedure
through which the Chief of Army Staff can
benefit from an extension. India’s Supreme
Court has, in the past, practised a strong form
of judicial activism and endeavoured to pro-
tect the checks and balances essential to a
democratic order.

The writer is senior research fellow at
CERI-Sciences Po/CNRS, Paris, and Professor
of Indian Politics and Sociology at King’s
India Institute, London

Imran Khan makes distinction between ‘our’ wars and ‘theirs’. All have taken high toll

KHALED AHMED

ON NOVEMBER 14, Pakistan Prime Minister
Imran Khan talked about the unwisdom of
“fighting others’ wars” — instead of, presum-
ably, Pakistan’s own wars. He said that
“Pakistan would no more join any alliance
for any other country’s war” but “rather play
the role of a bridge-builder”. PM Khan re-
ferred to the Afghan jihad of the 1980s and
the American “war on terror” following the
9/11 crisis. He regretted that the “foreign
funding” that flowed into Pakistan’s coffers in
return for fighting these wars was nothing
compared to the cost paid by the country.

Khan is right in saying that no state that
is serious about its developmental targets
should ever think of war — this requires lim-
itless realism and rejection of nationalism
and its adjuncts of pride and conquest. But
the truth is that Pakistan has fought certain
wars as an “aligned” state when it was in dire
need of financial help. It has also fought wars
that its allies in the West didn’t like. Yet, it
failed to avoid the kind of fallout that Khan
wishes to avoid. The question is which wars
were more damaging for Pakistan.

The practical truth is that when Pakistan
fought “others” wars, it got some money for
the material and spiritual damages it suf-
fered but when it fought its own wars it did-
n’'t get any money. Moreover, it never really
recovered from the damage suffered during
these wars. Khan opposes Pakistan’s deci-
sion to take part in the post-9/11 war in
Afghanistan in 2011 which took place under
a Chapter 7 resolution of the UN Security

The ironies springing from
Pakistan’s ‘own wars’ are
hard to stomach as we blame
‘other states’ for what
happened even in this case.
The common denominator
in the military defeats
suffered by Pakistan is
dominance of the country’s
army and a succession of
martial laws. This
dominance continues and
PM Khan will have to
rethink his wisdom about
wars in 2019.

Council on which India, like the rest of the
world, had consented to become an ally.

An “international army” of “terrorists”
was prepared with American and Saudi
funds, and Pakistan, in Khan’s words,
“trained” this army in terrorism. The irony
is that when Pakistan finally turned on its
own terrorist outfit called Taliban, Khan
and his party sided with this outfit. Khan
was “chosen” by this group as its “vakil” (le-
gal representative). At that time, Pakistan
was getting out of a “war of others” by get-
ting rid of the Taliban, but that wasn’t palat-
able to Khan.

Then there were wars fought by Pakistan
as “Pakistan’s own wars” with disastrous re-
sults and no international support. It fought
the 1965 war against India based on its
“moral” stance on Kashmir. It used the
weapons it had got from the Western allies
for fighting the Soviet Union and thus lost in-
ternational support. There is no evidence that
this “national” war against India gave
Pakistan any advantage inits internal devel-
opment. There is, however, evidence that the
1965 war actually sowed the seeds of dis-
agreement between its two wings leading,
in 1971, to the fall of East Pakistan and the
creation of Bangladesh.

The ironies springing from Pakistan’s
“ownwars” are hard to stomach as we blame
“other states” for what happened evenin this
case. The common denominator in the mil-
itary defeats suffered by Pakistan is domi-
nance of the country’s army and a succes-

sion of martial laws. This dominance contin-
ues and PM Khan will have to rethink his wis-
dom about wars in 2019.

The last war which Pakistan fought as its
ownwar, and not “for American money”, was
the Kargil war of 1999. It suffered a defeat
more humiliating than the 1971 war. Butin-
stead of stock-taking, this “national war”
strengthened the very elements who had
undertaken this stupid misadventure. Its
planner-executioner, then Army chief
General Pervez Musharraf, staged a coup
against the democratically elected govern-
ment of Nawaz Sharif, grabbing the reins of
power for nearly a decade. An already crip-
pled economy, struggling under the weight
of sanctions imposed by the US after the pre-
vious year’s nuclear tests, had to cough up $2
billion for the botched war. And, in the eyes
of the world, Pakistan was now a danger-
ously unstable state led by military officers
with little or no accountability.

In conclusion, fighting any war in this day
and age is disastrous for the state but fighting
others’ wars still comes out better than fight-
ing the “patriotic” ones. PM Khan has,
though, turned a new leaf by calling out to
India to start cross-border trade and embark
ona “normalisation” of relations. This means
eschewing all kinds of wars — even though
fighting “others’ wars” still looks a bit more
attractive than Pakistan’s “own wars”.

The writer is consulting editor,
Newsweek Pakistan

DECEMBER 21,1979, FOrRTY YEARS AGO

Coupr IN KABUL

AFGHANISTAN PRESIDENT HAFIZULLAH
Amin was overthrown in a coup by Babrek
Karmel, a former prime minister, Kabul Radio
reported. The coup came as Soviet troops and
equipment poured into the country to aid in
an offensive against anti-communist rebels
by the government, now reportedly over-
thrown. There was no word on Karmel’s po-
sition on Soviet-Afghanistan relations. The
Iranian news agency, Pars, said Karmel an-
nounced he had taken power in a broadcast.
In his message, Karmel promised “demo-
cratic freedoms for all the masses, the release
of all political prisoners, and the creation of
jobs for the unemployed.” A curfew until

dawn was ordered and people urged to stay
indoors. BBC, quoting sources in Washington,
said street fighting was underway in Kabul
between government forces and insurgents.
US officials said reports from Kabul indicated
“some involvement of Soviet military per-
sonnel” in street fighting in the capital. These
officials said they did not yet have “solid in-
formation” but Soviet military personnel
were reported to be moving about the city.

SOVIET-IRAN TIES

THE SOVIET UNION has assured the Iranian
ambassador in Moscow, Mohammed Mokri,
that it “will not remain idle” if the US at-
tempts “armed aggression” against Iran. This

statement has been accompanied according
tointelligence reports by Soviet troop move-
ment in the area.

R10TS IN HYDERABAD
OVER 15 BUSINESS and residential premises
and a place of worship were set on fire in a
fresh outbreak of communal violence in the
old city area of Hyderabad. At least 20 per-
sons were injured. The trouble was sparked
off by a clash between workers of the Majlis
Ittehad-ul-Muslimeen and the Janata Party.
Police lobbed teargas shells to disperse a
stone-throwing mob of about 1,000 persons.
Thirty persons have so far been arrested and
29 cases of arson and looting registered.
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The difficulty of being honest

The honest go on, driven by an inner force that borders on recklessness. A society that creates hurdles to
exhaust the honest or wound them, paves the path for its own perdition

WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

Devilry has always made for better box office than doing the right thing.
Rebellion, especially against divine goodness, requires an unusual and
compelling level of intellectual vigour and vim. — THEGUARDIAN

Legality is
not enough

Evenif alaw passesthe legal test, it may still be
repressive, caninstil fear incommunities

India. They certainly are not refugees, since
a refugee is one who seeks refuge and thus
claims protection. One wonders how the BJP,
and thattooin 2019, came to the conclusion
that all non-Muslims namely Hindus, Sikhs,
Christians, Buddhists, Jains and Parsis were
all persecuted when they illegally entered
India. For Amit Shah to say that this was a
part of the BJP’s commitment in the 2014
manifestois alie. Apart froma fleeting refer-
ence to welcoming Hindus, persecuted
around the world, to seek refuge in India, be-
ing their natural home, the manifesto
nowhere refers to persecuted non-Muslims
as claimed. It only referred to the demands
of refugees from Pakistan Occupied Kashmir
(POK).The word “ refugee” is not mentioned
anywhere else.

With reference to the Northeast, the
manifesto refers to illegal immigrants (not
“refugees”) impacting local people’s liveli-
hood and employment. In the 2019 election
manifesto, the BJP mentioned the problem
of illegal immigration (not “refugees”)in the
Northeast and committed to address that
problem by initiating a National Register of
Citizens (NRC) in Assam, to be expanded in
phases to the rest of India. In it, the BJP also
committed to enact a Citizenship
Amendment Bill for the protection of indi-
viduals of religious minority communities
from neighbouring countries escaping per-
secution and to also clear the apprehensions
of those living in Assam who had agitated
against all (whether “Hindu or Muslim”) il-
legal migrants’ entry into the state which
threatened to destabilise their socio-cultural

ASHOK LAVASA
KAPIL SIBAL

“HONESTY IS THE best policy” was a
favourite topic of debates in school. Itis an-
other matter that both sides — for and
against — ended up supporting the motion;
the only point of difference being whether
honesty was its own reward or it came with
an avoidable cost.

One could wonder at the wisdom in this
dictum. A policy by definition is something
thatis adopted after weighing the pros and
cons of various alternatives. It is defined as
“away of behaving that you think is best in
a particular situation”, or as “prudent or ex-
pedient conduct or action”. In either case, it
is a well-considered approach, not merely
the ingrained response of an individual
based on inherent values.

Is honesty to be understood as a prag-
matic way of dealing with situations or is it
simply an ethical response to any given sit-
uation influenced by an individual’s char-
acter? When an individual is faced with a
dilemma of making a choice, he either re-
sponds instinctively or makes a well-rea-
soned decision. For instance, an auto driver
finding a passenger’s purse in his vehicle,
may decide to look for the passenger, de-
posit the purse in a police station, or report
the matter to his owner. As long as he does-

[AM BOTH saddened and concerned about
the public discourse that we witness on tel-
evision channels over the Citizenship
Amendment Act, 2019.

Bhakts contend that since Parliament
has cleared the legislation, those opposing
it should await the outcome of the challenge
in the court or come to power in 2024 to
undoit, asif peaceful protests are not part of
our constitutional vocabulary. History has
witnessed, often enough, the tyranny of the
majority. The minority is seldom oppres-
sive. Majoritarian diktats can never be legit-
imised by the passage of bills in Parliament.
These thoughtless denizens should know
that courts have often delegitimised legis-
lation by striking them down. Also, courts
have on occasion erred in upholding laws
that are unconstitutional. Remember, the
right to protest peacefully is a fundamental
right. No argument, no court, no majority
candiminishit.

Bhakts then contend that this was part
of the BJP’'s manifesto, and having won by a
bigger margin in 2019, the legislation is no
more than honouring its commitment to the

CR Sasikumar

n't keep the money with him, he may have
acted honestly. His honest act may or may
not be rewarded, but he has chosen to ex-
change the pleasure of pocketing the money
with the comfort of his conscience.

That, however, is a simplistic example.
Honesty as a policy always comes with a
price. It demands a premium like an insur-
ance policy, although it might appear not to
command a premium or provide any insur-
ance. The path of honesty, like dharma, is
straight yet seldom simple. It often turns out
to be tortuous, consumes more energy,
sometimes even damaging the vehicle be-
cause of unfavourable road conditions. The
honest, however, go on regardless, perhaps
driven by an inner force that borders on
recklessness. A society that creates hurdles
which exhaust the honest or wound them
paves the path for its own perdition.

At the same time, should honesty be an
obsession? Should it drive itself so hard that
nothing survives save itself? No system
would benefit by such a compulsive pursuit
of a sacrosanct principle that believes in pre-
serving itself regardless of the outcome of
the task at hand. No system can be produc-
tive if itis obsessed with defining the idea of
honesty narrowly and subjecting everyone
toa hidebound, arbitrary ideal. The outcome
of such a narrow approach would be a soci-
ety of persons with their chastity belts
seemingly intact but with little else to show.

Honesty is not a fetish to be preserved
and worshipped without being practised. It
is like keeping a toilet clean without usingit.
Toilets are meant to be used; if kept clean
they will be used more.

The honest, one could say, are those who
are honest to their job and achieve the de-
sired result by adopting honest means, be-
ing neither unduly swayed by the pressure
to perform at all costs nor weighed down
by passive principles that shackle perform-
ance. For example, in the case of a civil ser-
vant, accommodating popular expectations
is not necessarily an act of dishonesty; suc-

PRIYANKA DEO

READ IN ITS entirety, the Citizenship
Amendment Act (CAA) answers each and
every false narrative thatis currently spark-
ing violence across the country. In simple
terms, the CAA will help thousands of reli-
giously persecuted immigrants, hailing
from Pakistan, Afghanistan and Bangladesh,
who are currently seeking refuge in India.
To the question of why Muslims are not in-
cluded — they are not a religious minority in
any of these three countries. Those eligible
will now become citizens of India with
rights and will lead a better quality of life.
The CAA clearly articulates that no Indian
citizen, irrespective of his religion, needs to
worry. In fact, it is against the law to exclude
a person for being a follower of any religion.

That being said, let’s talk about the
National Register of Citizens (NRC). Itis not
about religion at all. Further, the NRC does
not exclude transgender, atheist, Adivasis,
Dalits, women and those without land with
and/or without documents. The rules for a
countrywide NRC have not yet being made.
But in all probability, going by PIB FAQS, a
person will only need show the date and
place of birth as per any official document.
And, there are a plethora of ways to do this,

cumbing to the pressure of the present is.

If a public servant decides to accommo-
date the genuine concerns of an individual
without compromising public interest, it
cannot be termed a dishonest act.
Interventions to resolve such individual dif-
ficulties cannot be treated as favours to in-
dividuals. Discretion at senior level becomes
necessary because sometimes people find
it impossible to wade through the mire of
regulations and deal with the cussedness of
the system that disregards the peculiarities
of an individual situation. Obsession with
the appearance of non-discretionary appli-
cation of rules would create an army of in-
ert bureaucrats who would delight more in
the preservation of rules than finding solu-
tions to problems.

The Prevention of Corruption Act is
meant to be a deterrent against exercising
judgement with malafide intent; if it throt-
tles individual initiative taken in right
earnest, bureaucrats would be more ser-
vants and less civil. Civil servants have to
solve problems without being shackled by
the fear that their discretion in resolving a
difficulty could be regarded as acts of undue
benevolence. If their ability to resolve prob-
lems is curbed by such a shining armour
around them, civil servants may end up as
an unscathed army of defeated warriors.

The essential characteristic of an honest
personis that he or she is truthful. His action
is based on an inner voice that guides him to
make a distinction between what is right and
what is wrong, generally influenced by the
prevailing law, his moorings and morality.
There is seldom a conscious risk analysis of
consequences. Therein lies the difficulty of
being good. Some would call it foolhardiness,
bravado or tactlessness; tact being the
“kawach” of successful civil servants.

There is a price for honesty as for every-
thing else in life. Being prepared to pay that
price, directly or by way of collateral dam-
age, is part of the honest act. The price de-
pends on who bears the brunt of honest ac-

The Prevention of
Corruption Act is meant to
be a deterrent against
exercising judgment with
mala fide intent; if it throttles
individual initiative taken in
right earnest, bureaucrats
would be more servants and
less civil. Civil servants have
to solve problems without
being shackled by the fear
that their discretion in
resolving a difficulty could
be regarded an act of undue
benevolence. If their ability
to resolve problems is curbed
by such a shining armour
around them, civil servants
may end up as an unscathed
army of defeated warriors.

tion. The sermon is that honesty is its own
reward and it is recognised in the long run.
In the real world, “the long run” could be
unpredictably long. A quiet and prolonged
grind could follow the fleeting drone of fee-
ble praise. It is naive to expect those that
have been opposed by the honest to meekly
accept the ascendance of the meek. They
strike back and the price for the honest
could be in the form of lonely suffering,
even noticeable isolation. The honest could
be shunned by friends and foe alike. It is an
interesting interplay between those who
dread the fearlessness of the honest and
those that fear the generally dreaded.

It would be mawkish to think that those
who do not stand by the honest are dishon-
est. People are generally good; they are also
generally timid. Fear cannot always be as-
sociated with evil, just as fearlessness can-
not be always associated with good. The ab-
sence of fear gives courage. Without
courage honesty is a pathetic virtue.

The honest may not be physically strong
or powerful; they have courage and that
courage is their strength. Those that do not
stand by them in that hour of grief, need or
isolation, might not be courageous. They
are like spectators who rise to applaud af-
ter the drama. Even if they empathise with
the actor, they don’t take part in the play.
They may watch the protagonist suffer,
even shed a tear at his plight, offer a silent
prayer in his favour and wait for the de-
nouement before they laud his part. They
are either happy at the outcome or rue the
tragedy. After all, what is drama if there are
no silent spectators? They face the dilemma
of “to be or not to be”. As far as the protag-
onist is concerned, however lowly or
mighty he might be, he is convinced that
his honest deed, whether instinctive or a
conditioned response of his character, is the
best policy after all.

The writeris amember of the
Election Commission of India

The intolerance of liberals

CAA, NRC need to be debated objectively

including, passport, Aadhaar card, driving
license, insurance papers, birth certificate,
land or house papers, documents issued by
public authorities and even the school leav-
ing certificate. Additionally, if a personis il-
literate and does not have documents, they
can bring witnesses, or any proof that
would help. This would then be considered
under due process. To add to that, one does
not have to prove one’s ancestry dating to
or before 1971. This was only for the Assam
NRC, mandated by the Assam Accord. The
NRC procedure for the rest of the country is
entirely different and can be read under The
Citizen Rules, 2003.

Why am [ writing this? I recently inter-
viewed an entrepreneur from Assam who ex-
pressed her support for the CAA.Ishared this
onmy Facebook account and was bashed for
it by my fellow Harvard alumnus. What
shocked me was that the attacks were nei-
ther objective nor based on the content of the
interview. The attacks were nasty and per-
sonal. Keep in mind that these are people I
have shared laughs with, spent time with, and
respected. I was taken completely off-guard.
I was called “a disgrace” by one of them.
Another threatened to “take (me) down from

all Harvard networks and groups”. For what?
For interviewing a person who did not share
their opinion? For expressing a viewpoint
that did not match theirs?

[ tried to explain the text of the Act, and
answered their subjective claims objectively.
Ialso repeatedly implored them to argue ob-
jectively, rather than personally — toread the
text of the Act and factually point out why
they disagreed. What was the reply? Well,
let’s just say that it started out with language
thatis unsuitable for a public forum. As these
are private citizens, and peers of mine, [ will
not expose their identity. While I could have
responded back, I refused to do so. Despite
their insults, I still regard them as respected
alumnus of my alma mater. WhenIdo meet
them at school gatherings, I will be cordial
and will simply agree to disagree.

However, the problem with liberals is
that this basic courtesy of conduct is not re-
ciprocated. My Harvard experience taught
me to present factually, listen and consider
the other side, even though I may not agree
with them. If I cannot have an objective de-
bate with my peers, then how can I expect
it from any other liberal?

This is precisely why liberals are losing

ground inIndia. They fail to listen to the other
side and do not even consider a viewpoint
other than their own. The liberal stance is “my
way or the highway”. And, this to me, is detri-
mental to democratic India. Intelligent people
who are bound to have different viewpoints.
But, one can never innovate, build, develop,
discuss and arrive at the best solution with-
out considering all viewpoints.

The liberals do not do adopt such an at-
titude. And, it is sad that this very attitude
has resulted in misinformation and fake
narratives on CAA and NRC which are cur-
rently causing physical injury, death, dam-
age and ill feelings across the country. I find
itironic that the people responsible for this
unnecessary violence identify themselves
as “liberals”, when actually, it is the open-
minded, so called non-liberals, who tolerate
their drivel, and focus on putting factual
content out there to stop the violence.

Let us debate objectively. Let the facts pre-
vail. Let us not pit rhetoric against facts and ex-
pect rhetoric to win. The people of India, [ am
sure, will be on the side of facts.

The writer is an executive producer and
anchor at New India Junction

people. Again, the argument is a non-starter.
A commitment cannot be clothed with le-
gality merely because a majoritarian gov-
ernment got it passed in Parliament. Even if
the law passes the test of legality, it may still
be repressive, caninstil fear and target com-
munities. Remember, Section 377 of the
Indian Penal Code was good law, and yet tar-
geted communities. Even thoughithas been
struck down, the community is still targeted.
Legality on most occasions is divorced from
reality. Discrimination is an ugly word. The
Constitution abhors it, yet people both em-
brace and encourageit.

Apolitical party which has a discrimina-
tory, divisive agenda cannot occupy the high
moral ground because it won an election by
including a divisive agenda in its manifesto.

The mostill-conceived argument is that
both the law and its makers are being un-
duly vilified. They only seek to clear the way
for members of certain persecuted commu-
nities, including Hindus, to be conferred the
status of citizens, even if they have illegally
entered India from Pakistan, Bangladesh and
Afghanistan. The assumptionis that they il-
legally entered India because they were per-
secuted in these Islamic countries whereas
Muslims who entered India without papers
were mere illegal migrants.

There are serious fallacies in this argu-
ment. First, one wonders how the govern-
ment knows of the individual intentions of
all non-Muslim illegal immigrants. Two,
none of them have claimed at the time that
they entered India illegally that they were
being persecuted. Nor have they made any
such claim thereafter to any authority in

identity. There was no mention of limiting
this exercise to Pakistan, Bangladesh and
Afghanistan. In 2014, and prior thereto, the
BJP never mentioned “persecution” of other
religious minorities in the neighbourhood,
with reference to the Northeast or to the rest
of India, except for refugees from POK. How
then did the BJP suddenly wake up to this
problem only in 2019?

The answer perhaps lies in the fact that
lakhs of Hindus were excluded from the
NRCin Assam. An attempt was made, firstin
the Supreme Court, to reject the exercise
and carry out a review. That did not work.
For the BJP, to allow such exclusion of
Hindus to continue, would have been polit-
ically suicidal. The only way out was to ini-
tiate the CAB to declare all illegal immi-
grants, other than Muslims, as having been
persecuted in the three named Islamic
countries through a legislative presump-
tion. If this is allowed, the next stepisan NRC
exercise in the rest of the country designed
to deny all Muslims with no documents the
status of citizens. Others who also have no
papers will be presumed to have been per-
secuted, and will therefore be granted the
status of citizens.

This demonic political agenda must not
succeed.If it does, our body politic will have
been amputated and our Republic scarred.
Those rejected will lose their homeland, and
we, our brothers and sisters. A partition of
exclusion is in the offing. If it happens, the
outcome is anybody’s guess.

The writer, a senior Congress leader; is a
former Union minister

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

EXAMPLE SPURNED

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘A more pro-
gressive act’ (IE, December 27). The
now-lapsed RTI law of Jammu and
Kashmir should have been an example
for the rest of the country. Providing in-
formation under RTI should be seen as
part of the Right to Know under Article
19.Instead, the RTI has been systemat-
ically chipped away by successive gov-
ernments.

Akash Mishra via e-mail

ARMY AND POLITICS

THIS REFERS TO the editorials, ‘Towards
jointness’ (IE, December 26) and
‘Crossing a line’ (IE, December 27). The
army chief has issued a political state-
ment and the army is not immune to
political influences. Will an head of the
combined services stop this? Today, a
former Army chief is a Union minister.
There must be a five-year cooling pe-
riod before a high-ranked armed forces
personnel can join politics.

Suchak D Patel, Ahmedabad

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Crossing
aline’(IE, December 27).It criticises the
army chief for advising the leaders of
protesters, particularly university and
college students, against indulging in
violence. But the army chief did not
question their right to protest, he did
not cast aspersions on their cause. As
the head of an organisation in which
discipline is supreme he was well
within his right to counsel restraint.
Violent protests cross the limits of
democracy and at times, the army is re-
quired to step in. General Bipin Rawat’s
words should be seen from a broader

LETTER OF
THE WEEK

TIGER DOES WELL

THIS REFERS TO the editorial,
‘The right count’ (IE, December
26). It's heartening that India’s
wild tiger population has in-
creased by more than 30 per
cent in four years. But there are
worrying signs of tigers not able
todisperse outside the protected
areas. Tigers are extremely ter-
ritorial and its range could
sometimes be as large as 200 sq
km, so they need quite a bit of
space. If we want the country’s
tiger numbers to be stable, the
tigers would need to disperse.
Habitats are increasingly being
encroached upon by develop-
mental projects

Vandana, Chandigarh

perspective of democracy.

Y G Chouksey, Pune

CLEAR THE AIR

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘The perils of
misinformation’ (IE, December 27).
Union minister Mukhtar Abbas Naqvi
has criticised the opposition parties
spreading misinformation about the
NRC. However, home minister, Amit
Shah, has stated several times, both in-
side and outside Parliament, that there
will be a nationwide NRC. Who is right?

Sanwar Nath Siddh, Churu
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20 YEARS OF PUTININRUSSIA;
KEY MILESTONES DURING HIS RULE

Putin has been PM or President since 1999. Sputnik, Kremlin Pool Photo via AP

VLADIMIR PUTIN has been in office as ei-
ther President or Prime Minister of Russia
for two decades now. He was named act-
ing President on December 31, 1999, after
having been appointed acting Prime
Minister earlier that year. Some of the
highlights of Putin’s 20 years in power:

1999: Initiation

August 9: During an economic Crisis,
President Boris Yeltsin names Putin, then
little-known security chief, as his acting
prime minister (the fifth in less than a
year). Yeltsin says he wants Putin to suc-
ceed him as President. In the following
weeks, bombings across Russia kill more
than 300 people, and Putin responds
with a crackdown that includes aerial
bombing of parts of Chechnya — although
critics question if Chechen militants were
really behind the bombings in Russia.

December 31: Yeltsin resigns, names
Putin acting President.

2000-04: First term

March 26, 2000: Putin wins his first
presidential election.

August 12: Nuclear-powered subma-
rine sinks in the Barents Sea after an ex-
plosion on board, killing all 118 crew after
an explosion. President Putin’s image suf-
fers after he comments on the crisis only
after four days.

2002: Chechen militants take more
than 800 people hostage at a Moscow
theatre. Special forces end the siege, but
use a poison gas in the process, which
kills many of the hostages.

2004-08: Second term

March 2004: Putin wins second term
as President with more than 70% of the
vote after oil prices fuel aconsumer boom
and raise living standards, a trend that
continues for another four years.

September: Islamist fighters seize
more than 1,000 people in a school in
southern Russia. A total of 334 hostages
are killed, more than half of them chil-
dren. Some parents say the authorities
botched the handling of the siege and
blame Putin.

December: Putin scraps direct elec-
tions for regional governors, effectively
making them Kremlin appointees.

2005: President Putin describes the
1991 collapse of the Soviet Union as the
“greatest geopolitical catastrophe” of the
20th century.

2006: Investigative journalist Anna
Politkovskaya, a critic of human rights
abuses in Chechnya, is murdered in
Moscow. Kremlin critic Alexander
Litvinenko dies in London that same year
after being poisoned with a radioactive
substance. A British inquiry years later con-
cludes that he was killed by Russian agents.

2007: Putin gives a speech in Munich
in which he lashes out at the United
States, accusing Washington of the “al-
most uncontained hyper use of force in
international relations”.

2008-12: PM & President

May 2008: Because of constitutional
limits on serving more than two consec-
utive presidential terms, Putin becomes
Prime Minister instead. His ally, Dmitry
Medvedev, becomes President.

August 2008: Russia fights and wins
a short war with Georgia.

2012: Putinreturns to the presidency,
winning re-election with over 60% of the
vote after adecision to extend presidential
terms to six from four years. Large anti-
Putin protests take place before and after
the vote, with critics alleging voter fraud.

2012-18: Crimea & Syria

February 27, 2014: Russian forces
start annexing Ukraine’s Crimea region
after Ukrainian protesters oust their
country’s President Viktor Yanukovich,
who was sympathetic to Moscow. Russia
incorporates Crimea in March after a ref-
erendum condemned by the West. The
US and EU impose sanctions on Moscow.

April 2014: Pro-Russian separatist re-
voltin eastern Ukraine; conflict is still on-
going with more than 13,000 dead.
Rebels take control of a vast swathe of ter-
ritory. Western nations accuse Russia of
backing the revolt; Moscow denies direct
involvement.

September 30: Russia launches air-
strikes in Syria, turning the tide of the con-
flictin President Bashar al-Assad’s favour.

November 2016: Donald Trump is
elected President of the United States af-
ter promising to improve battered ties
with Moscow. US authorities determine
that Russia tried to interfere in the elec-
tionin Trump’s favour; Moscow deniesit.

March 4, 2018: A former Russian spy,
Sergei Skripal, and his daughter are poi-
soned in England with a nerve agent.
They survive but a woman who lives
nearby dies after her partner brings home
the poison found in a discarded perfume
bottle. Britain accuses Russia, which de-
nies involvement.

2018: Until 2024

March 19, 2018: Putin wins a land-
slide re-election victory and a mandate
to stay in office until 2024.

July 2019: Protests break out in
Moscow over a municipal election which
the opposition says is unfair.

December 2019: President Putin
boasts of his country’s lead in hypersonic
weapons and says other countries are try-
ing to catch up.

Source: Reuters

ANJALIMARAR & AMITABH SINHA
PUNE, DECEMBER 27

EXTREME COLD temperatures, rainfall and
intense fog in the months of December and
January are not something new for north and
northwest India. And yet, this December,
north India is feeling the cold much more
than earlier. How low have the temperatures
been, and why?

What is usual, what is different

Every year, in the second half of
December and the first half of January, tem-
peratures routinely drop to 2-4°C at some
point of the day in many places in northand
northwest India. In December, the maxi-
mum daily temperature does not rise beyond
16-18°C in most of Punjab, Haryana,
Himachal Pradesh and western Uttar
Pradesh. In Delhi and northern Rajasthan,
daily maximum temperatures are usually
not over 20-22°C for most of December.

This winter, in many parts of the region,
maximum temperatures on some days have
been nearly 10°C below normal.

In Delhi, the average maximum temper-
ature for December has been less than 20°C
until December 27. This has happened only
four times in the last 118 years, and the IMD
has said this month would most likely be-
come the second coldest December for Delhi
since 1901. The maximum temperatures had
averaged 17.3°Cin December 1901.

Delhi has clocked 14 consecutive “cold
days” at a stretch between December 14 and
27.This is already the longest such spell for
December since 1997. That December, con-
secutive “cold days” lasted for 13 days, out of
a total of 17 such days during the month.

How cold is cold

A cold-day condition is said to prevail
when the maximum temperature during the
day is atleast 4.5°Cbelow normal. If the max-
imum temperature is at least 6.5°C below
normal, it is classified as a severe cold day.

Cold-day conditions prevailed in the
north since December 15, and intensified af-
ter December 21. The most intense cold day
— when maximum temperatures fell 7°to
over 12°Cbelow normal — was on December
25 over Punjab, Haryana, Chandigarh, Delhi,
Uttar Pradesh, north Rajasthan and some iso-
lated areas in Bihar and Madhya Pradesh.

Conditions ‘not unusual’

While the extreme cold in north India
could point to some special causes, scientists
say there is nothing unusual in the climatic
conditions that influence temperatures in
this region at this time of the year. The cold
wave usually arrives from the west, through
the Western Disturbance wind system. This
system is also responsible for causing rains
in northern and northwestern parts, after
having picked up moisture on its way from
the Mediterranean Sea. The intensity of the
cold also depends on the amount of snow-
fall that happens in Jammu and Kashmir,
Ladakh, Himachal Pradesh and nearby areas.

“All these factors have their annual vari-
abilities. They combine in different ways to
produce different kinds of winter conditions.
Ifyoulook at the climatic conditions this year,
no special set of circumstances is visible at
the macro level that can be held responsible
for causing extreme cold. That can imply that
the extreme cold being witnessed is just one
of the outlying cases of natural variability that
we see from year to year,” said a former India
Meteorological Department (IMD) scientist.
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SIMPLY PUT

Why this winter is extra cold

December is always cold in northern India but has been much more so this year. A look at temperature
trends, records broken or on the way to being broken, and the possible causes leading to the extreme chill

In Delhi, all days from December 14 to 27 fall into ‘cold day’ classification . Amit Mehra

DAILY MAXIMUM TEMPERATURES (°C)

Dec27 11.8 9.1 94
(Deviation) (-9.7) (-114) (-11.6)
Dec 26 127 95 9.8
Dec 25 17.2 13.0 11.0
Dec 24 14.3 11.5 10.4
Dec23 146 133 121
Dec22 18.0 143 16.2
Dec21 175 16.6 13.2
Dec 20 18.0 138 11.5

A cold-wave condition now prevailsin ar-
eas north of Jammu and Kashmir, in northern
Afghanistan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan,
Turkmenistan and parts of northern Iran. In
all these areas, average temperatures have
been 1° to 5°C below normal for the last few
days. This could add to the chill bring brought
about by the Western Disturbances. North-
central China and Mongolia are also experi-
encing similar conditions.

Looking for causes

CLIMATE CHANGE: The unusually cold
December this year could just be another in-
stance of extreme climates becoming more
and more frequent, a result of climate
change. Across the world, the frequency and
intensity of both heatwaves and cold waves
have increased in the last few years, and are
predicted to increase further. The same s the
case with extreme rainfall and drought. Just
this year, India experienced an unusually wet
August and September. The amount of rain-
fall that September produced was a once-in-
a-century event. Scientists also agree that cli-
mate change was bringing in greater
uncertainty in weather patterns, making
them more difficult to predict.

WESTERN DISTURBANCES: Frequent
western disturbances varying from moder-
ate to intense have mainly contributed to the
severe cold over all of north India this year.
In addition, the flow of northwesterly winds
over northwest India, that too over much

8.8 10.6 11.0
(-12.2) (-11.6) (-12.0)
10.1 12.1 17.6
— 17.0 14.0
— 12.1 194
16.8 17.7 22.0
— 19.0 20.0
18.8 15.8 17.0
125 13.0 15.0
Source: IMD

lower levels, further fuelled the chill factor,
making the days much colder than normal
during December. This December also wit-
nessed haze, fog and rainfall after the passing
of each western disturbance, triggering cold
weather conditions over north India.

LOW CLOUDS: This extended cold spell
has been triggered due to low stratus clouds
that are blanketed over a large geographical
area — between Pakistan, cutting across India
and running up to Bangladesh. Similarly, it is
prevailing over a stretch of 500 km to 800 km
north-south, affecting the entire north India.

R K Jenamani, senior scientist at IMD’s
National Weather Forecasting Centre
(NWEFEC), New Delhi, said that formation of
such clouds are unique over the Indo-
Gangetic Plains (IGP) and that these clouds
have been observed only since 1997. “ As
these clouds are formed at a height of 300
metres to 400 metres from the surface, they
largely block the day’s sunlight, resulting in
cold days,” he said.

“The average maximum temperatures for
the month stands around 19.8 degrees (in
Delhi, until December 27) and with cold days
forecast till month end, December 2019
could be the second coldest after 1997. But,
the impact could be higher than that experi-
enced in 1997,” Jenamani said.

In fact, cold conditions during the day-
time can be more dangerous, said Anupam
Kashyapi, head of the weather department
at IMD, Pune.

THais WORD MEANS

SNOWEX

How much water does
snow contain?

AROUND 1.2 billion people, or nearly
one-sixth of the world, depend on sea-
sonal snow and glaciers for their water
supply. For a better understanding of
how much water is contained in each
winter’s snowfall and how much will
be available whenit meltsin the spring,
NASA has launched a seasonal cam-
paign — part of a five-year programme
called SnowEy, initiated in 2016-17.

While the geographical focus of
SnowEx is North America, NASA'’s
overall target is optimal strategies for
mapping global snow water equiva-
lent (SWE) with remote sensing and
models leading to a Decadal Survey
“Earth System Explorer” mission.
NASA currently has no global satellite
mission to track and study SWE. On
its website, NASA acknowledges any
future snow satellite mission will re-
quire observations from an interna-
tional collection of satellites.

Within its geographic range,
SnowEx assesses where snow has
fallen, how much there is and how its
characteristics change as it melts. It
uses airborne measurements, ground
measurements and computer model-
ling. The airborne campaign will fly
radar and lidar (light detection and
ranging) to measure snow depth, mi-
crowave radar and radiometers to
measure SWE, optical cameras to pho-
tograph the surface, infrared radiome-
ters to measure surface temperature,
and hyperspectral imagers for snow
cover and composition. Ground teams
will measure snow depth, density, ac-
cumulation layers, temperature, wet-
ness and snow grain size — the size of
a typical particle. This year, real-time
computer modelling will be inte-
grated into the campaign as well.

Source: NASA

MGNREGA trends: fewer jobs since July, wider demand-supply gap

NUSHAIBAIQBAL
NEW DELHI, DECEMBER 27

CHART1: DEMAND & SUPPLY

CHART 2: WORK PROVIDED, LAST YEAR & THIS YEAR

35

JOBS GENERATED under the Mahatma
Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) have shown a
dip compared to last year after July. This
comes even as 2018-19, the year that pre-
ceded the Lok Sabha elections, saw a record
number of households demanding as well
as being provided employment under the
flagship rural public works programme.

Reading the numbers

Chart 1 shows the total number of house-
holds whose demand for work was regis-
tered by the gram panchayat authorities con-
cerned and also the number that were
actually provided work (MGNREGA is sup-
posed to guarantee 100 days of total employ-
ment to adult members of any rural house-
hold that “demands” such employment). In
2018-19, demand was registered from 5.88
crore households, and 5.27 crore of them
were provided work. These numbers were
the highest, at least during the last five years
of the present government. Even in terms of
person-days of work generated, the num-
bers rose from a mere 165.64 crore in 2014-
15 (the first year of the Narendra Modi gov-
ernment) to 267.99 crore in 2018-19.
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The current year, however, has wit-
nessed a clear dip in the person-days of em-
ployment under MGNREGA, which is visi-
ble after July. Significantly, in all the months
before, including those leading up to the
elections of April-May, the work provided
exceeded the corresponding levels for 2018
(Chart 2). According to government officials,
the fallin MGNREGA employment after July
has been largely due to the onset of the
southwest monsoon. Rainfall during the
monsoon season (June-September) this
year was 10% above the historical long-term
average — the highest since 1994 — whereas
it was 9.4% below average in 2018. An
above-normal monsoon meant there was
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lower demand for MGNREGA work.
However, from Chart 3, it can be seen that
the gap between the number of households
demanding MGNREGA work and the num-
ber who were provided work has been the
highestin 2019-20. This indicates that even
if demand fell, supply of work fell even more.

Lack of funds

The trends raise the question whether all
thisis linked tolack of funds. For 2019-20, the
Modi government has allocated Rs 60,000
crore towards MGNREGA. But out of this bud-
geted sum, Rs 9,493.80 crore would be re-
quired for clearing the liabilities of wages, ma-
terial and administrative costs for previous
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years. Nikhil Dey of the advocacy group
Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan claimed
that in 2018-19, the Centre had asked some
state governments to pay wages to workers
for February and March in advance and treat
thisas“loan” that the Centre would repay the
states in the new financial year.

The cost of providing a day’s work to a
single person has been taken at an average
of Rs 249.86 for 2019-20. For 270.21 crore
person-days of work that was approved, the
MGNREGA labour budget alone for this fis-
cal worked out to roughly Rs 67,514.67
crore. But the total budgetary allocation,
which also includes provision towards ma-
terial and administrative expenses, has

CHART 3: DEMAND-SUPPLY GAP

2014-15 2015-16 2016-17 2017-18 2018-19 2019-20

been only Rs 60,000 crore, out of which Rs
55,829.62 crore was already spent as on
December 24. Meanwhile, the Centre has
revised upwards its original plan of provid-
ing 260 crore person-days of work for 2019-
2010 316.73 crore person-days, following a
decision to augment the number of days of
employment per household under MGN-
REGA from 100 to 150 in flood-affected dis-
tricts of states such as Karnataka.

Other support schemes
Itis not MGNREGA alone that is witness-
ing a deceleration of activity this fiscal. The

same goes for the Pradhan Mantri Kisan
Samman Nidhi (PM-KISAN), the Modi gov-

ernment's farmincome support scheme that
was launched in December 2018, ahead of
the Lok Sabha elections. In the firstinstalment
released for December 2018 to March 2019, as
many as 8.05 crore farmers were covered,
with each of them receiving Rs 2,000. Those
numbers fell to 7.43 crore in the second in-
stalment (April-July 2019)and further to 5.91
crore in the third (August-November). In all,
the totalamount disbursed under the income
support scheme in the year 2019-20 is Rs
32,320.86 crore, which is significantly short
of the Rs 75,000 crore budgeted for it. Further,
of the total Rs 95,000 allocated for the scheme
since its inception, Rs 48,421.65 crore has
been spent up to December 2019, which is
roughly half the allocated sum.

Even the number of rural houses built
under PM Awas Yojana-Gramin — which
had recorded a sharprise from 11.96 lakh in
2014-15 and 18.22 lakhin 2015-16 t0 32.13
lakh, 44.55 lakh and 47.33 lakh during the
following three fiscals — has seen a drop to
just 7.2 lakh so farin 2019-20. A senior gov-
ernment official clarified, however, that the
process of registration, geo-tagging, etc has
already started, and more houses will be
built later in the year. The official also cited
a target of building 60 lakh houses under
the PM-AY Gramin by June 2020. Up to 55
lakh new homes are under construction,
and 7 lakh have been completed.
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