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Hamara Bajaj,
Tumhara tear

Home minister Amit Shah’s reply to Bajaj was pitch perfect, but
there’s enough evidence to show the govt doesn’t like criticism

IVEN THAT EVEN Rahul Bajaj’s son Rajiv—he heads Bajaj Auto—disagreed with
his father, it is not surprising that opinion is divided on what Bajaj senior said to
home minister Amit Shah. While Rahul Bajaj had talked of how industrialists
were scared to criticise the BJP—headded that most felt free to criticise UPAmin-
isters when they were in power—his son said that he had read somewhere that courage is
knowing that it may hurt and doing it anyway, and stupidity is the same (emphasis added).

Whileitis difficult toreply to such sweeping and multi-layered criticism—was Bajaj upset
with the NDA’s social oreconomic policies?—the home minister did anadmirable job. He said
that,in the past,lynching didn’t get the kind of publicity it gets now and, given that no gov-
ernment had been criticised as much as the BJP has been, no one should worry about criti-
cising the BJP.Shah added, and this is important, that if despite this, people were still scared
to tell the truth to the BJP, the government would have to work to dispel this.

Even thosewho didn’t find Shah convincingwould agree, though, that Bajajwas guilty of
fairlywild exaggeration.Forone,given India Inc’s penchant for marking even the most ordi-
naryBudget 12 outof 10,itis difficult to believe industrialists openlyabused UPAministers.
No top industrialists spoke up, forinstance,against the UPA’s blatant corruption/favouritism,
of the type A Raja did in telecom, orwhen Pranab Mukherjee decided to overrule a Supreme
Courtjudgment on Vodafone’s tax liabilityand came up with his retrospective taxation; this
dealt abodyblow to India’s reputation for being fair, but no one criticised it openly.

And,while somelike Ratan Tataand AnuAga came outagainst Narendra Modi in the after-
math of the Godhraviolence, it is difficult to recall seniorindustrialists speaking out against
top Congress leaders accused of being part of the anti-Sikh pogrom being given plum post-
ingsasministers.If Indian industrialists are silent now, theywere prettysilent earlieraswell.

Iflynching took place earlier too,did people attack the Centre as theyare doing now? And,
if the BJPis intolerant of criticism, did the Congress welcome it...The media spinning stories
in an anti-BJPway, or highlighting every fringe BJP MP,isa pos-
sible explanation—though with Republic TV and Times Now, n————
Modi is hardly dealing with an entirely hostile medial—but,a  Since India Inc rarely
large partofthe criticismis dueto hpwthe BJPtreatsits critics. criticised UPA, Bajaj

Some recent instances make this clear. Just before the elec-

tions, when there was talk of jobless growth, the government ~ Wa$ exagg!erating.
suppressed the NSS report on jobs. It is true thereportwasnot ~ And lynching took
comparable with earlier ones because of methodological dif-  place earlier too, as

ferences,butinstead of.stressing this,the governmentrefused Shah said. But holding
torelease the report. If jobs were growing the way the govern- . .
ment claimed theywere, why is the economy slowing sodra- ~ Pack inconvenient
matically today? When, more recently, the NSS showed falling NSS reports and going
real consumption, the BJP buried the report again! Every seri-  after Lavasa & Taseer
Eus analyst knows the s.hortcoml.ngs in the NSS data—l'g cap e inforcadima ge of
ures less of consumption than in the past—but, even if the . .

report was biased, it was pointing to something, wasn’t it? govt disliking criticism

Ortake the case of Ashok Lavasa, the Election Commissioner m—
who wanted the EC to ask Modi to cooperate in upholding the
Model Code of Conduct,and who disagreed with the EC’s clean chit to Modi using the Pul-
wama martyrsasacampaignissue.Since Lavasa served under the BJPforthreeyears,as envi-
ronmentand finance secretary,you’d think he had beenvetted and hiswork found good—why
else did the BJP appoint him an EC? Yet, his family is under the taxman’s scanner,and PSUs
are being asked if his wife was appointed to their boards because of Lavasa’s pressure.

And then, there is Aatish Taseer, the once pro-Modi writer who earned the PM’s ire with
his divider-in-chief piece for Time magazine just before the elections. Did the government
reallywant tobe seen as punishinga critic,especiallyonewho many thought was pretty over-
the-top anyway? More so since, after the furore, Time published a uniter-in-chief piece any-
way. Yet, the government revoked Taseer’s Overseas Citizen of India card,and 260 top writ-
ers,including Salman Rushdie and Orhan Pamuk,came out supporting him. Possibly, Taseer
lied on his original OCI form several years ago (bit.ly/2Y6pmQB),but why not ignore him?

Itistruethat the same Lavasa, orhis colleagues in the EC—most of civil society,actually—
didn’t think it was worth censuring Rahul Gandhi for repeating, in the run-up to the elec-
tions, without an iota of proof, that Modi had given Anil Ambani ¥30,000 crore worth of
Rafale orders; indeed,Gandhialso told tribals that the crux of one of Modi’s proposed billswas
“shoot Adivasis with impunity” when the reality was a lot more complex.

Butinactingagainstits critics—orjustifyingitsactions by citingwhat the Congress did—
the Modi government is just hurting its own prospects. Indeed, its demonising of [NU as a
haven for anti-India elements in the past ensured that even when JNU students were in the
wrong—they were paying 0.5% of what Delhi University students pay for their hostel!—a
couple of weeks ago, the public sympathy was with the students.What was just along-over-
due fee hikebecame the case of aright-wing government trying to crush left liberal students!

Postscript: Cricketinglegend Sunil Gavaskarwas known as much forthe strokes he played
as theballs he left. Well-left is something the Modi government would do well to emulate.

DiallingDISASTER

A few more tariff hikes will save telcos from the near-certain
bankruptcy that government inaction was leading them to

T SPEAKS VOLUMES forhow the telecom industrywas brought toits knees that noone

alleged cartelisation when, within hours of each other, Vodafone Idea, Bharti Airtel,and

RJio said they would be raising tariffs; the first two have already announced 25-40%

increases.Not surprisingly,given howit slept through RJio’s below-cost pricing, the Com-
petition Commission of India kept quiet when tariffs were raised, as did the telecom regula-
tor,whosejobisto ensure customersdon’t get rooked by cartelising telcos.Thisisnot tosay that
telcos are ripping off customers; how can they when, between the pre-Jio situation and now,
the average realisation per user (ARPU) has fallen from ¥174 per month to ¥113 while their
data consumption rose from 153MB to 10GB,and voice minutes rose from 400 to 700? But,
if the government or regulators are not going to examine cartelisation now, when will tariff
hikes be seen as collusive; after ARPUs are ¥174 or 200 or 225? It is ironic,but while competi-
tionauthorities normallystrive toincrease competition levels,by driving the industry to bank-
ruptcy—bynot cutting rapacious licence fee obligations,and byallowing RJio’s predatory pric-
ing—the government had a big role in the declining competition in the industry.

While it is difficult to prove that the government encouraged the tariff hike, what could
have forced this change of heart is that,with Vodafone Idea perilously close to shutting down,
the government realised that it stood tolose ¥200,000 crore of dues,and would have got just
a fraction of this in the insolvency courts. And, with Vodafone alone having invested $30 bn,
its shutting down—there s still the retrospective tax casel —would scare off most investors.

Right now,if the tariff hike resultsinan annual ebitda hike of ¥8,000-9,000 crore each for
Vodafone Ideaand BhartiAirtel—going by Kotak Institutional Equities’analysis—thiswill help
keep them afloat even after the Supreme Court’s (SC) Adjusted Gross Revenues (AGR) blow.
But,as thisnewspaperhasargued, the SCerred in its judgment since no independent author-
ityhad everexamined the government’sview of what AGR must comprise.And,the AGRblow
would have been alot smaller had the government scrapped licence fees in 2010 as it should
have. Since, by then, the government was charging an arm and a leg for spectrum, the earlier
policy of high annual licence fees had to be stopped; you can’t charge EMI for a flat as well as
askforthe full payment upfront.While manyin governmentargue that they can’t scrap licence
fees as they will lose revenue, they need to recall how, after the Atal Bihari Vajpayee govern-
ment slashed telco fees by moving to a revenue-share regime, the government’s revenues
soared after a few years; by contrast, despite the high licence fees, government revenues fell
from X70,241 crore in just FY17 to ¥39,345 crore in FY19; and, thanks to the government’s
actions, thereisstill the possibility that it could lose several Iakh crore rupees of dues.This is mis-
management—byboth UPAand the NDA—on a scale that’s hardly ever seen before.

Opinion

T LAST, AFTER four
months, the GST revenue
has crossed %1 lakh crore
in November.That should
bring in some cheerin an
otherwise gloomy scenario. Of course,
this too falls short of the monthly tar-
getofX1.18lakh crore,and immediate
measures are needed to improve tax
compliance. There are many stories
making rounds about the ingenious
ways adopted to create a parallel infor-
mal economy. Therefore, the time is
opportune to identify reform areas to
increase revenue productivity and
minimise administrative,compliance,
and distortion costs.

It mustbeadmitted that GSTimple-
mentation hasimportant positives.The
most important gain is from the aboli-
tion of inter-state check-posts. It is esti-
mated that thelong-distance travel time
for goods has reduced by almost 20%.
The reform has also helped improve
supply chain management by not
requiring the creation of branch offices
to avoid inter-state sales tax. Also, the
abolition of inter-state sales tax has
made the tax destination-based, and
reduced inequitable inter-state tax
exportation. Equally important is the
compliance gain due to the exchange of
information between the income tax
and GST departments. A major gain is
thereduced distortion dueto cascading.
Earlier, the central excise duty, levied at
the pre-retail stage, cascaded into the
final retail value. Also, the state value-
added taxwas levied on excise duty paid
value. Besides, there was no systematic
mechanism for providing input tax
credit between excise duty and service
taxes.Thus, there was tax on tax, tax on
the margins, and margins on the tax,
resulting in the consumer paying more
than what the governments collected.

While these are the real gains, the
stagnation of revenues is a major con-
cern.Thebudget estimate for2018-19
for the central government was I7.43
lakh crore—the actual collection was
22% lower at ¥5.81 lakh crore. In
2019-20,while the estimated monthly
collection of GST is ¥1.18 lakh crore,

the average monthly collection during |

TAX REVENUES

STRUCTURALAND OPERATIONAL REFORMS—REDUCING NUMBER OF TAX SLABS AND BROADENING
THE BASE, ETC—MUST BE UNDERTAKEN ONCE TAX REVENUES BECOME RELATIVELY STABLE

Sequencing the

GST reform
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the last seven months has been less
than X1 lakh crore.The government s,
thus, staring at a shortfall of X2 lakh
crore for the whole year.

Equallynotableare the shortcomings
in the structure of GST. The problem
includes large list of exemptions, multi-
plicity of rates,and exclusion of several
items of consumption from the base.All
this has resulted in erosion of the base
and continued distortions.The decision
to exempt almost 50% of the items in
the Consumer Price Index basket has
narrowed the base. The exclusion of
petroleum products and electricity has
rendered the reform only partial as
almost 43% of internal indirect taxes at
the Centre,and 40% of those at the state
level are excluded from input tax relief.

The tax is levied at four different
rates—5%, 129%, 18%, and 28%—in
addition tothe special rates on precious
metals (0.25%),gold (3%),and jobwork
in the diamond industry (1.5%).A spe-
cial cessisalsolevied atvaryingrateson
items in the 28% category and, in the
case of some class of automobiles, there
is a cess of 229%, resulting in the total
incidence of 50%. Multiplicity of tax
rates enhances administration and
compliance costs, enables misclassifi-
cation, and, in some cases, causes
inverted duty structure. Moreover, high
tax rates on automobiles, and building
and construction material at a time
when demand conditions are com-
pressed have caused further slowdown
in these sectors. There are infirmities
arising from the rate variationsaccord-
ing to use of product, value of product,
and lower rates on items considered as
inputs as compared to those judged to
be outputs. These cause distortions as
well as compliance problems.

The most important measure

needed, at present, is to stabilise rev-
enues. This requires better compliance
with the tax, forwhich the majoraction
needed is to stabilise the technology
platform.The originally proposed three
forms—GSTR-1, GSTR-2, and GSTR-
3B—could not be operationalised. The
summary form, GSTR-3B,does not pro-
vide the information

required for invoice T —————

matching. As the filing of
the annual returns, too, is
being repeatedly post-
poned, there is nomecha-
nism to match invoices;
thishasgivenrisetoafake
invoice industry. So far,
9,385 casesof tax fraud by
this means have been
detected, involving an

amountof 45 ,700 CIOore. | T—

The undetected amount

would be much larger. In addition, the
dysfunctional technology platform has
resulted in integrated GST allocation to
states in ad hoc ways, and has caused
delays in refunds to exporters; small
scale industry has particularly been at
thewrong end of this.

Firming up the IT platform will be
greatlyhelpedif the thresholdiskeptat
%50 lakh. Data for 2017-18 from Kar-
nataka shows that 93% of taxpayers
had less than a ¥50lakh turnover; they
accounted for 6.5% of the turnoverand
129% of the tax paid. It is important to
focus on the “whales” rather than the
“minnows”. Second, 100% invoice
matching is not followed anywhere.
Korea tried to do this,but had to give up.
E-invoicing could be done, but for the
immediate purpose,it maybe desirable
to confine the matching to invoices
above a certain value—say ¥10,000.

Once, a measure of stability is

Taxing C-suite salaries defies global norm

The provision of levying tax on inter-
branch cross charges is unworkable and

increases compliance costs for
businesses. It must be repealed

RECENTLY, THERE WAS hue and cry
concerning theapplication of GSTonthe
allocation of head office costs of an
organisation to its branch offices in dif-
ferent states.Itwasreported in the media
thatthe governmentintended torecover
GST on cross charges on account of allo-
cation of common costs, including
salaries of CEO, CFO, IT support,admin-
istration support, etc. The government
quickly issued a press release and clari-
fied that there was no intention to levy
GST on salaries of the ‘C’ suite of an
organisation as the services provided by
anemployee totheemployerare neither
asupplyof goods norasupply of services,
and hence,donotattractany GST.Sofar,
so good. However, in the same press
release, the government clarified that,
following global practice, GSTwill apply
tocross charges forinter-branch supplies
of goods and services, which, of course,
include the salaries of employees. This
appears to confirm the fear of taxpayers
rather than allaying it. Further, it stated
thatthe GSTsocharged byonebranchto
another is available as an input credit,
and hence,is not a cost to business.
Many companies follow the
accounting practice of allocating com-
mon costs amongst various locations
within the organisation, especially to
determine the profitability of different
profit centres within the organisation.
Under India's dual GST, supplies in a
stateattract the central GSTandalsothe
state GST.Further,abranch ofan organ-
isationlocated inanotherstateis treated
as a “distinct person”; any inter-state
activity between the head office and a
branch, or between two different
branches, is treated as a ‘supply’ and is
subject to the GST levy.
Ratherthanbeingacommon global
practice,Indiais the only countryin the
world that applies tax on activities
between two branches of the samelegal
entity. In other jurisdictions, flow of
goods or services between two arms of

the samelegal entityisnot considereda
supply and isn't subjected to GST. This
reflectsthelogic that one cannot trans-
actwith oneself; youneed two to tango.
The Indian GST, on the other hand,
requires a business entity to register
separatelyin each of the stateswhere it
operates,and deems any inter-branch
flow of goods or services to be a supply,
subject to tax. It is through this deem-
ing fiction that an allocation of head
office salariesamong the branchis con-
sidered a charge for a taxable supply by
the head office.

It maybeargued that the state-wise
registration of each legal entity is nec-
essaryforthelevy of the state GST.But,
thisneed notbe so.Canadaalsoleviesa
dual GST, but there is no requirement
of multiple registrations in each of the
provinces where companies operate a
business.The two taxes are collected by
each legal entity,but underasingle reg-
istration. In China, individual operat-
ing units or branches are required to
have separate registrations for VAT,but
there is no provision deeming inter-
branch activities to be a supply of ser-
vice that is subject to tax.As there is no
fiction of a person making a supply of
services to oneself, allocation of CEO,
CFO, or other salary costs to branches
does not attract any VAT or GST.

This feature of the Indian GST is,
thus, without any international prece-
dent. More importantly, it is unwork-
able. There is no clarity on which inter-
branch activities constitute a supply,
and howtheyare to be valued forapply-
ing the tax. Does the exchange of infor-
mation on business performance (MIS
reports) between a branch and the head
office constitute a supplyof service,sub-
ject to an 18% tax? What about the
inputs provided by different operating
units to the head office in raising capi-
tal, in managing cash flow, or in devel-
oping sales/marketing plans? How are
these fictional supplies to be identified
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and valued? Organisations do allocate
some of the common costs among vari-
ous operating units,but thereisno con-
sistencyin the practices they follow.It is
forthisreason that fewbusiness entities
are currently complying with the GST
law and remitting tax on inter-branch
service activities. The tax authorities
have also not provided any guidelines.

These provisions are a significant
contributor to the complexity of GST.
Multipleregistrationsincrease the com-
pliance load several-fold. They also add
tothe costs of administration,with nota
paisa gained in revenues. Each registra-
tion is treated as a separate pocket,and
no offsetting or consolidation of positive
and negative balances in different
accounts is allowed. This increases the
working capital requirement of busi-
nesses.Thereare complex provisions for
inter-branch distribution of input tax
credits, which would not be needed
under a single registration system.

The government press release says
that the GST imposed on inter-branch
supplies is not a cost to business as it is
available as an input tax credit for the
recipient branch.Thisis true onlyin the-
ory; in practice, organisations dealing
inamix of taxableand exempt supplies
(e.g.,banks, companies dealing in basic
food,alcohol, petroleum, electricity,real
estate, and hospitals, etc) are allowed
only a partial credit. Where the tax is
fully creditable,whyimpose theburden
of computing the tax on fictional sup-
plies and then giving it all back?

The government has been very
accommodative since thelaunch of GST
inJuly 2017.Following global practices,
itshould repeal the provisions applying
the tax on fictional supplies in the form
of inter-branch cross charges.Astheyare
unworkable and few companies are
complying with them fully, their repeal
should have no adverse impact on rev-
enue,butwould save the countrywaste-
ful spending on workaround solutions.
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Reducing the
number of tax rates
is important, and it

should begin by
getting rid of the

28% category

altogether

< COMBATTING RAPE

Vice president of India, M Venkiah Naidu

What is required is not a new bill. What is required is
political will, administrative skill, change of mindset
and then go for killing the social evil

brought into the revenues, it is easy to
undertake reforms in the structure and
operational details. Reducing the num-
ber of tax rates is important, and it
should begin by getting rid of the 28%
category altogether and transferring
themtothe 18%slab.Therevenue from
this category, including the cess, is
reported to be 22% of the total. At a
lowerrate,the demandwould be higher,
and the loss of revenue will be lower.
Simultaneously, it is desirable to prune
thelist of exempted goods and services.
Only those that are difficult to tax for
administrative reasons should be
exempted,and manyof theitemsunder
5% should be moved to 12%. In fact,
equityisbetterserved through targeted
cash transfers, and not by
differentiating tax rates.
Besides, calibrating tax
rates based on consump-
tion pattern alone ignores
theemployment potential
from these sectors. In the
next stage, the 12% and
18%categoriescanalsobe
merged at 15%. This will
simplify the tax system
intotwomainrates.Asthe
revenue stabilises, petro-
leum products and elec-
tricity could be brought within the
ambit of GST. All these reforms should
be sequenced and calibrated over a
period of two-three years.

Atpresent,the GST Council relies on
the analysis done by the “fitment com-
mittee”, which consists of the nomi-
nated officials of the Tax Research Unit
in CBIC,and officials of the commercial
taxes department from some states.
For a major reform like the GST, it is
important to have a strong technical
secretariat,with expertsin administra-
tion, economics, accountancy,and law
to present the Council with options to
take informed decisions based on rig-
orous research. Equally important is
the need to make all data that is not
sensitive to enforcement available in
the public domain for independent
researchers. Reluctance to share the
data is a major constraint for under-
taking independent research.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

Going green

When it comes to municipal
administration, the Bruhat
Bengaluru Mahanagara Palike
(BBMP) would do well to borrow a
leaf out of Indore's book. The city
has been declared the cleanest city
in India for three years in a row.
Now, in another move that is
worthy of emulation, the district
administration and municipal
employees of the city have decided
to use public transport to reach
their offices every Friday. Besides
encouraging use of public transport
and decongesting roads, the
objective is also to demolish the
myth that only people who cannot
afford cars travel by buses. The
collector has appealed to private
organisations to encourage their
employees to use public transport
at least once a week, and given the
fact that the people of Indore have
been extremely supportive of the
administration's initiatives, there is
no doubt that this project too will
be a success.

— Tarique MERC, on email

Deterring crime

It is heartening that Telangana
Chief Minister K Chandrasekhar
Rao has ordered the setting up of
a fast-track court for the
expeditious trial of the Hyderabad
woman veterinarian murder case,
besides assuring the victim's
family of all help. Public fury over
the ghastly crime has sent shock
waves across the country, and
protesters have even demanded
that the accused be handed over
to them. The authorities have also
done well to suspend three police
personnel for an alleged delay in
registering an FIR. Coming down
hard on criminals and handing
them exemplary punishment is the
only way to deter them from
treading the wrong path.

— N J Ravi Chander, Bengaluru
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TELANGANA

Indebted to
growth

When elongation of debt maturity structure is

HE NEWEST STATE of India,
Telangana, since its forma-
tion,is on the high growth tra-
jectory and the economy is
growing at a higher rate than
national GDP growth. The state was
formed on June 2, 2014, as per the
Andhra Pradesh Reorganisation Act,
2014.The state maintainsazerorevenue
deficit,satisfying the“golden rule” of the
FRBM (Fiscal Responsibility and Budget
Management) that a state must meet its
revenue expenditure from its revenue
receipts. But Telangana has a fiscal
deficit-GSDP ratio slightly higher than
the FRBM-legislated threshold at 3%.

The outstanding liability of the state
is around 22% of GSDP, when the
FRBM stipulates it to be only 20%.
Laudable are the achievements of the
new state in terms of economic growth,
but macro-fiscal fundamentals like fis-
cal deficit and outstanding debt not in
concomitant with the FRBM targets is
a concern. Telangana has formulated a
medium-term fiscal framework to
work towards stipulated threshold in
debt-deficit dynamics.

According to the 14th Finance
Commission, had the state been main-
taining fiscal deficit at 3%, and the
outstanding debt-to-GSDP ratio below
25% (along with a macro-fiscal ratio
of interest payment to revenue
receipts at 10%), it would have been
eligible for 0.5% additional borrowing
power. But Telangana missed this
extra borrowing power granted by the
14th Finance Commission.

Yet another point to be noted is that
states have significantly resorted to mar-
ket borrowing in financing the fiscal
deficits (following the recommendations

crucial for economic growth

of the 14th Finance Commission) to
exclude states from the National Small
Savings Fund (NSSF) financing facility
(except Delhi, Madhya Pradesh, Kerala
and Arunachal Pradesh).The power bond
scheme titled UDAY (Ujwal Discom
Assurance Yojana) has deteriorated state
finances further. The RBI State Finances
report 2019 noted that the “state gov-
ernments are mandated to fund a pro-
gressively greater share of discom future
losses from their own finances, and pre-
vent ballooning of losses on discoms’
books. The impact of this provision on

Maturity profile of outstanding state* govt securities

ILLUSTRATION: ROHNIT PHORE

state finances could increase signifi-
cantlyin 2019-20 and 2020-21 due to:
i) higher share of losses to be funded; and
ii) reduction in revenue benefits to dis-
coms from the conversion of state gov-
ernment debt into grants on account of
varied debt restructuring models
adopted by state governments.” The
NIPFP study on power bonds by this
authorand Amandeep Kaur showed that
there is no financial efficiency or opera-
tional turnaround in discoms across
states, ex post to UDAY.

On the expenditure
side, Telangana has ambi-
tious projects. It was the
first state to announce an
income support scheme
for farmers, among the
other five states in 2019-
20. This is in the form of
unconditional cash trans-
fers to farmers, instead of
providing them loans.
Farmers’ credit waiver has
created “moral hazard”
issues. The RBI State
Financesreport noted that
these income support
transfersare categorised as
“Green Box payments”
within the framework of
the World Trade Organisation (WTO).
The new state has given importance to
capital projects. The flagship capital
projects in Telangana include public
irrigation projects and a comprehensive
drinking water programme termed
“Mission Bhagiratha” to provide safe
drinkingwater toall the households.On
the revenue side, given the uncertain-
ties in GST revenue, taxes are buoyant

(as % to total)

[P i L
Given aspirational
development
agenda of the state,
it is a challenge to
maintain the
stipulated growth
path at 14-15%
while adhering to
fiscal rules by
containing debt-
GSDP ratio at 20%

Andhra All state
State/UT Pradesh Gujarat Haryana Maharashtra Odisha Telangana Puducherry and UTs
2019-20 76 | 57 | 28 | 6 3.6 - 9 5.3
2020-21 7.6 6L | 32 | 7.4 89 - 10.8 53
2021-22 83 9.8 7 109 [124 - 9.6 7.3
2022-23 | 98 | 82 103 88 125 0.9 o1 | 77
2023-24 11 | 81 | 122 | 93 13 0.9 9 83
2024-25 838 83 | 119 | 9.8 3.6 8.7 85 93
2025-26 89 | 8 [137 | 127 |71 1s2 | 81 | 115
2026-27 79 | 10.7 | 124 | 12.7 71 167 5 13.1
2027-28 55 | 134 | 11.8 6.2 1.8 0.9 7.2 11.8
2028-29 61 | 203 | 53 51 1.8 09 | 45 | 114
2029-30 4.1 - - 5.5 3.6 0.9 4.1 1.3
2030-31 34 1.1 - - - 0.9 4.5 1
2031-32 Sl - - 2.1 8.6 44 7 104 = 0.9
2032-33 37 - =] 35 3.6 4.7 - 1.6
2033-34 2.5 - [ 14 - 1.8 - - 1.4
2035-36 0.2 - 105 - 5.4 - - 0.1
2036-49 1.7 - 7.5 | = | 54| 262 [ - | 29
TOTAL 100 | 100 | 100 | 100 100 100 100 100

*Select states: (outstanding as on March 31, 2019): Note: compensation bonds,

loans not bearing interest and special bonds (UDAY) are not included.

Source: RBI records

and estimates are above unity.

The intergovernmental fiscal trans-
fers from the 15th Finance Commission
are a potential source of revenue to
finance their ongoing capital projects.
The chairman of the 15th Finance Com-
mission, NK Singh, during the commis-
sion’s state visit noted that though capi-
tal projects in Telangana have a
multiplier effect on economic growth,
the rising debt and deficit is a matter of
concern. The state has echoed the con-
cern that the potential significant weigh-
tage to “population 2011” in the forth-
coming tax transfer formula of the 15th
Finance Commission can plausibly
reduce fiscal transfers to Telangana,
unless the commission designs a trans-
ferscheme to mitigate this potential loss
to those states that have well managed
demographic transition.

Given the aspirational development
agenda of thenewstate,itisa formidable
challenge to maintain the stipulated
growth path at 14-15%,and even at the
projected 20% in the long run, while
adheringto fiscal rules by containing the
debt-GSDPratio at 20%.

Against thisbackdrop,Telanganahas
adopted a new debt strategy. The state
hasdecided to go for elongation of matu-
rity structure of outstanding debt. The
RBI State Finances report noted that
elongation of maturity structure of debt
is important to mitigate “roll-over risks
and debt servicing costs,which impinge
on the efficacy of debt management
strategies.” Satyajit Chatterjee and Burcu
Eyigungor, in their paper titled “Matu-
rity, Indebtedness, and Default Risk”
published in the American Economic
Review (2012) noted that when the pos-
sibility of self-fulfilling rollover crises is
taken into account, “long-
term debt is superior to
short-term debt.” This
studywas conducted in the
context of Argentina. The
other plausible benefit of
long-term bond issuanceis
that it can fix the yield rate
at current levels of interest
rate scenario, and also act
as “reference rates.”

Therecent OECD Sover-
eign Borrowing Outlook
reportalso showed that the
share of long-term debt in
the central government
marketable debt reached
90% in 2015 in the OECD
region, and is projected to
rise gradually.This relatively high level of
longer-term debt redemption profile in
the OECD region is to limit the potential
rollover risk and to make the debt port-
folio resilient. The RBI State Finances
report emphasised that, in India, the
maturity structure of debt of the govern-
ment of India has been steadily increas-
ing,with the tenure of the longest sover-
eign debt security being 40 years.

The maturity pattern of outstanding
debtacross Indian statesand Union Ter-
ritories has also been increasing (see
table). As noted by RBI, since 2015-16,
15 state governments including Telan-
gana and the UT of Puducherry have
issued longer tenor securities. Among
these states, Telangana has the longest
tenor for state government securities,
with the debt maturity profile being 30
years. This is instructive, and of interest
to public policy researchers, how a state
within the framework of fiscal rules
manages to keep aspirational choices to
take itself to higher growth trajectory.
This is also challenging, especially when
there is no “economic convergence” in
the state, with the poor regions “catch-
ing up” with the rich regions, and the
spatial inequality “within the state” sig-
nificant. It is to be noted that only four
districts, including Hyderabad, are con-
tributing around 50% to the state’s
growth, and the rest of the regions
require high investment to reach the
comparable growth trajectorywithin the
state.The“fiscal agency” of the new state
isthus grappled between the “equalityin
processes” and “equality in outcomes.”
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Going beyond

face value
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Face recognition is changing how we
unlock phones, authenticate transactions

N PHILIP PULLMAN'S fantasy trilogy ‘His Dark Mate-

rials’,every character has a daemon, an animal that

manifests the inner self of a person. For us,the daemon

would be our smartphones, capturing our souls in the

palm of our hands. But how dowe protect something so
precious from prying eyes? With these small devices carry-
ing everything fromaccess to our corporate identities to our
secret lives, smartphone companies have been stressing on
the need to add screen locks to prevent others from access-
ing our phones. Over the years, companies have offered
everything from number locks to patterns and even finger-
print scanners to protect phones,and for authentication in
place of passwords or to initiate payments.

Of late, there has been a move towards the phone recog-
nising user’s face and then opening the screens for her. Sam-
sung has, forinstance,experimented with iris scanners,and
has settled with face unlock,where the phone matches‘face’
to what it has in its records. A lot of other Android phones,
too, use face unlock in one way or the other. Apple, mean-
while, has been using Face ID, which is more complex than
face unlock on Android phones,as it uses more layers of data.

Kaiann Drance, V-P, product marketing, Apple, recently
told me howApple’stechnologyis different.Face ID, Drance
explained, utilises some of Apple’s most sophisticated tech-
nologies like the TrueDepth camera, the secure enclave on
the chip,and the neural engine.
In simple terms, TrueDepth
looks for the face when you
wake the iPhone up by raising
itorsimply tapping the screen;
when the face is detected, Face
ID confirms user’s attention
and intent to unlock it by
detecting if the eyes are open
and are directed towards the
camera. This process ensures
spoofing is near-impossible
and reduced toa one-in-a-mil-
lion possibility. On top of this,
the phone locks itself if there
have been five failed attempts
to unlock using Face ID.

But those who have used
Face ID onan Apple phone,first introduced with the iPhone
X,would have noticed how thisworks evenifyouareinadark
room. This is because the TrueDepth camera system has an
inbuilt dot projector that puts 30,000 invisible dots on the
user’s face to build out a unique facial map.Thisworks along
with theflood illuminatortoidentityaface evenin the dark.
According to Drance, facial authentication technologies that
don’t have this layer don’t work well in the dark, and can
potentially be spoofed by a photograph as these don’t have
depth information or a facial map to match against.

Face ID and other such technologies are now getting
widespread acceptance as a secure authentication method.

In India, a bunch of
financial services
apps, from ICICI to
Paytm Money and
HDFC Bank, have
started using face
recognition,
negating the need
to enter a PIN for
transactions

JustinIndia,abunch of financial services apps, from ICICI to
Paytm Money and HDFC Bank, have started using this,
negating the need to enter a PIN for transactions. I person-
ally use it to secure my blood sugar data on the OneTouch
app.Also,on Apple devices,alot of passwords will auto fill if
the phone detects the user’s face. Interestingly,Apple does all
of this on the device and no data needs to be backed up to
the cloud.Even natural changes to the faceare factoredin,as
it has trained multiple neural networks to see if there are
changes every time it looks at the user,and then make that
adaptive change. Drance said this meant training the net-
work with over 2 billion images, including infrared and
depth images collected in extensive studies.

In the coming months, you can expect more devices to
unlock when it sees the user’s face, even as across other
devices this becomes a standard way to authenticate if the
useris genuine.Thiswill alsolead toalot of new use cases.If
the computerisable toverifya userthisaccurately,thenyou
could even be doingjob and visa interviews remotely.Alot of
instances where personal presence is now needed could be
replaced byvideoconferencing.The possibilities are endless.

HARP AND PROTRACTED eco-

nomic slowdowns aren’t new to

India.Since Independence,there

havebeen atleast eight episodes

of significant GDP growth rate
declines overtwoyears ormore—1961-62
and 1962-63, 1965-66 and 1966-67,
1971-72and 1972-73,1984-85t01987-
88, 1990-91 to 1992-93, 2000-01 to
2002-03,2012-13 and 2013-14, and the
current one from 2018-19.

The slowdowns till the 1980s were
mostly a result of drought-induced agri-
cultural contractions, wars or balance of
payments (BoP) pressures.Shortage of for-
eign exchange for imports, even of essen-
tial materials or components and spares
used in capital goods, besides austerity
measures introduced afterthe 1962 Sino-
Indian War, caused the first growth dip
episode. Back-to-back droughtsand a BoP
crisis leading to the 36.5% rupee devalu-
ation of June 1966, likewise, precipitated
the second downturn, while it was a com-
bination of the 1971 Indo-Pakistan War
and the 1972 famine in the case of the
third. The 1980s saw three consecutive
droughtyears—1985,1986 and 1987.Its
impact on the broader economy was pre-
dictable, given the farm sector had a
roughly one-third share in India’s GDP
even at this point in time.

Onlyduringthe past three decades has
agriculture’s role in bringing down or
pushing up overall growth diminished rel-
ative to other macroeconomic factors.
Thus,both the early-1990s slowdown and
the one in the last two years of the United
Progressive Alliance (UPA) regime were
preceded by “twin deficits”—on the fiscal
and external current account fronts. The
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A different
downturn

This is India’s first ever slowdown at a time of political as

well as macroeconomic stability

DAMODARAN
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growth slump of the early-2000s during
the Atal Bihari Vajpayee-led National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) government
had mainly to do with the after-effects of
the 1997 Asian financial crisis, the sanc-
tions imposed by the US and other coun-
tries following the 1998 Pokhran nuclear
tests, and the end of a mid-1990s corpo-
rate-driven mini-investment boom.

The current slowdown—GDP growth
has dropped in every quarter from Janu-
ary-March 2018 down to July-September
2019 and showing little signs of recov-
ery—is unique by contrast.

Firstly, it has taken place amidst
remarkable political stability, with the
unquestioned leader of a single-party
majority governmentat the helm.Thiswas
not sowith the UPA,Vajpayee’s NDAor the
1991 minority Congress government of

Narasimha Rao.Narendra Modi’s popular-
ity is probably rivalled only by Indira
Gandhi. But she was a relative novice as
Prime Minister during the 1966 devalua-
tion and emerged as a truly strong leader
only after the 1971 general elections,
whichwere held before the economywent
into a tailspin. One could similarly argue
that Jawaharlal Nehru was well past his
prime when India’s first major downturn
happened. That leaves only Rajiv Gandhi,
who took over after his mother in 1984.
However, he never enjoyed the cult status
or credibility that Modi today commands.

Secondly, this slowdown isn’t courtesy
the usual “F” suspects—food, foreign
exchange and fisc. Not only does agricul-
ture account for hardly 15% of India’s
GDP now, annual consumer food price
inflation, too, has averaged a mere 1.59%

between October 2016 and October 2019.
There hasbeen no BoP crisis either; foreign
exchangereserveswere,in fact,atarecord
$448.6 billion as on November 22. The
Modi government may have deviated
from the original schedule of reducing the
fiscal deficit to 3% of GDP,but the average
figure of 3.7% for 2014-15 to 2018-19is
much better than the 5.4% during the
previous five years under the UPA.

The Modi period,if anything,hasbeen
marked by both political and macroeco-
nomic stability. Nor has it been witness to
“external”disruptions in the form of wars
or oil price surges. Even the US-China
trade conflict from 2018 is not compara-
bleinits effects on the Indian economyto
the 2008 Global Financial Crisis or the
2013 “taper tantrum”. In any case, it’s not
as though India’s exports were really

booming before 2018.

Unlike all the earlier downturnswhose
precursors/triggers were supply-side con-
straints in food and forex, macroeco-
nomic imprudence or external shocks,
what we are now experiencing is more of
a “western-style” slowdown exacerbated
by internal policy misadventures. At the
heart of ithasbeen the twin balance sheet
(TBS) problem—of debts accumulated by
private corporates during the investment
binge of 2004-11 turning into non-per-
forming assets of mainly public sector
banks.Asimilarbad loan build-up did take
place even in the mid-1990s, forcing the
subsequent cleanup of bank balance
sheets and deleveraging by India Inc that
alsoimpacted growth during the Vajpayee
government period.

But the difference between then and

nowis howthe TBS problem,despite being
flaggedwaybackin December 2014 by the
former chief economic adviser, Arvind
Subramanian,hasbeen allowed to fester—
and spread to sectors such asnon-banking
financial companies and real estate that
have far more contagion effect than steel,
power or textiles. Even worse is the self-
inflicted wounds from demonetisation
and the unprepared rollout of the goods
and services tax (GST), hitting those who
were least responsible for the TBS prob-
lem: Farmers, petty producers and
MSMESs. Job and income losses in the
informal sector have, in turn, depressed
consumption demand, including for the
products of listed firms and other organ-
ised players that were supposed to have
benefited from demonetisation and GST.

Ifindebted corporates,risk-averse banks
and the morerecent credit crunchresulting
from defaults by the likes of IL&FS, Dewan
Housing Finance and Altico Capital—these
are threatening to spill over to other finan-
cial and real estate-linked entities—have
come in the way of investment demand
picking up, consumption also taking a hit
makes fora gloom-and-doom narrative.

The irony, of course, is that all this
comesatatime of great politicalaswell as
macroeconomic stability.Thisis,indeed,a
first-of-its-kind slowdown in India,where
food, foreign exchange, oil, war and other
“supply-side/external”factors have had no
role.And if economic history is any guide,
Western-style slowdowns, which are
largely about crisis of confidence, senti-
ment and “demand”, tend to be long-
drawn-out affairs. Controlling inflation
may be easier than getting consumers to
spend and firms to invest.
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Nearly 3 out of 5 babies and
children in India are anaemic

AS MANY as 58.5% of children be-
tween the ages of 6 months and 59
months, and 53.1% of women be-
tween the ages of 15 and 49 years, are
anaemic in the country, the govern-
ment told Lok Sabha last week.

As per the details of anaemic
women and children in urban and ru-
ral India given by the government,
29.8% of children in rural India suffer
from moderate anaemia, and 40.3% of
women in the villages are mildly
anaemic. The data, based on the find-
ings of the National Family Health
Survey (NFHS)IV (2015-16), divide the
incidence of anaemia into ‘Mild’,
‘Moderate’ and ‘Severe’ kinds for both
rural and urban India.

Answering a question by
Chandigarh BJP MP Kirron Kher,
Minister for Health and Family
Welfare Harsh Vardhan said that the
union government had, in 2018,
launched the “Anaemia Mukt Bharat
(AMB) Strategy under POSHAN

PREVALENCE OF ANAEMIA AMONG CHILDREN (6-29 MONTHS)

RURAL URBAN TOTAL
Mild (10.0-10.9 gm/dl) 28.2 26.8 27.8
Moderate (7.0-9.9 gm/dl) 29.8 275 29.2
Severe (<7.00 gm/dl) 15 1.6 1.6
Any (<11.00 gm/dl) 59.5 56.0 58.5

PREVALENCE OF ANAEMIA AMONG WOMEN (13-49 YEARS)

RURAL URBAN TOTAL
Mild (10.0-11.9 gm/dl) 40.3 383 39.6
Moderate (7.0-9.9 gm/dl) 12.8 11.6 124
Severe (<7.00 gm/dl) 1.1 0.9 1.0
Any (<12.00 gm/dl) 542 50.8 531

Source: Lok Sabha Question; data from NFHS-1V (2015-16); figures in per cent

T1P FOR READING LIST

Abhiyaan with the aim to reduce
anaemia prevalence by three percent-
age points every year till 2022”.
AMB, the Minister said, “is a 6X6x6
strategy that is targeting six age
groups, with six interventions and six
institutional mechanisms”. The six age
groups include pre-school children (6-
59 months), children (5-9 years),ado-
lescent girls (10-19 years), adolescent
boys (10-19 years), women of repro-
ductive age group (15-49), and preg-
nant women and lactating mothers.
Among the six interventions are
prophylactic iron folic acid supple-
mentation, periodic deworming, and
addressing non-nutritional causes of
anaemia in endemic pockets, with
special focus on malaria, haemoglo-
binopathies and fluorosis, the
Minister said. Institutional mecha-
nisms include a National Anaemia
Mukt Bharat Unit, and a National
Centre of Excellence and Advanced
Research on Anaemia Control.

TwoO HOUSING TALES, MANY LESSONS

JOURNALIST AARON Glantz remodelled
his home with $8,000 that his wife and he
received as part of the Obama adminis-
tration’s stimulus package, also giving
people employment in the process. He
has now written Homewreckers, a book
about the aftermath of the 2008 financial
crisis, which tells the story of, as the book’s
long, blunt subtitle says, “how a gang of
Wall Street kingpins, hedge fund mag-
nates, crooked banks, and vulture capital-
ists suckered millions out of their homes
and demolished the American Dream”. It
is, according to the review of the book in
The New York Times, the “bigger story
about American housing that’s tortuous,
confounding and ultimately enraging”.
The other book out recently, also on
housing, though with a different focus
and from a different era, is Keeanga-
Yamahtta Taylor’s Race for Profit: How
Banks and the Real Estate Industry
Undermined Black Homeownership.
Taylor covers the period in the late
1960s and early 1970s when, “federal gov-
ernment partnered with a real estate in-
dustry enthusiastic about exploiting a new
market but refusing to bear most of the
risk”. Mismanagement, corruption, dis-
torted incentives, and unenforced civil
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rights regulations were seenin what Taylor
calls a system of “predatory inclusion”,
whichreplaced the earlier system of racist
exclusion. The government’s market-
based solutions in its low-income hous-
ing programmes in the 1970s impacted
Black neighbourhoods, Black women on
welfare, and emergent discourses on the
urban “underclass”, says Taylor.

Together, the two books present a pic-
ture of faulty government interventions
in housing that, despite being focussed
on the US, hold lessons for other parts of
the world as well. As their joint review in
The NYT says, they demonstrate together
“what happens when private speculators
get buoyed by government largess while
non-tycoons are largely left to fend for
themselves”.

SHOBHANA SUBRAMANIAN
NEW DELHI,DECEMBER 2

AT 6.1% year-on-year, the growth in India’s
nominal GDP in Q2FY20 is the lowest in
more than 16 years. While the slowdown
has no doubt been exaggerated by the ex-
traordinarily low inflation, even in real
terms, a4.5% y-o-y growth in GDPis the low-
est since Q4FY13.

What is worrying is that nominal GDP
has grown by just 6.1% y-0-y in a quarter
when nominal government spending
jumped 18.9% y-0-y, the biggest increase in
30 quarters. With government spending
likely to be constrained due to poor tax col-
lections, other sections of the economy need
to pull their weight if the nominal growth is
to pick up meaningfully.

The government has cited weakening
global growth as a reason for India’s sharper-
than-expected growth slump. ButIndiais a
relatively closed economy, and domestic fac-
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tors have played a bigger role; the weak do-
mestic demand has been cushioned some-
what by government spending and con-
tracting imports.

Whichis why, with areal GDP growth of
4.8% y-o0-y in H1, it is hard to see the econ-
omy clocking in much more than 5% in FY20.
And that is with a hugely helpful base, since
GDP in H2FY19 grew at just 6.2% y-o0-y.

The big worry now is the fisc.

Unless there is a big jump in nominal
GDP growth in the second half — the budget
has pencilled in a 12% growth in nominal
GDP for FY20 while the number is more
likely to be 8-8.5% — the fiscal deficit ratio
will take a real knock. Thanks to the govern-
ment using the wrong base numbers, the
tax projections were quite unrealistic to be-
gin with. Now, they look even worse.

At a time when the economy is slowing,
itis only to be expected that tax collections
too, will slow. And since the denominator —
nominal GDP — will be lower, the deficit-to-
GDP will go up even more.
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Bullet train: where things stand

Maharashtra Chief Minister Uddhav Thackeray has announced a ‘review’ of the project. Where does land
acquisition stand in Maharashtra and Gujarat? Why is it moving slowly in some areas?

AVISHEK G DASTIDAR
NEW DELHI,DECEMBER 2

MAHARASHTRA CHIEF Minister Uddhav
Thackeray has announced a “review” of the
bullet train project, sending out signals of un-
certainty over the prestigious enterprise.
“This government is of the common man...
Yes, we will review the bullet train (project).
Have I stayed the bullet train project like
Aarey car shed? No, I haven’t,” Thackeray told
reporters late on Sunday night.

Controversy is not new for India’s bullet
train. From its inception, the National High
Speed Rail Corporation Limited (NHSRCL),
the body implementing the project, has been
facing controversies over land acquisition in
tribal-dominated areas, and cases filed by
farmers in court. There is fundamental op-
position to the idea of aRs 1.1 lakh crore train
corridor between Mumbai and Ahmedabad
— even though the project is being funded
by an 80% loan from Japan.

Even so, the project has made some head-
way. The initial plan was to complete the land
acquisition process by December 2018; this
strategy was, however, revised to link land ac-
quisition to tender requirements. The imple-
menting company now says it is on course to
do a trial run between Surat and Bilimora in
Gujarat in August 2022, and to open the full
service to the publicaround December 2023.
NHSRCL officials say they are hopeful of get-
ting most of the land required for the project
by the time tenders are finalised in mid-2020.

How much land has been acquired?

The project needs land in Gujarat,
Maharashtra, and a little in Dadra and Nagar
Haveli. Of the total 1,380 hectares required,
705 hectares have already been acquired.

InGujarat, out of the required 940 hectares,
617 hectares have been acquired; in Maha-
rashtra, out of the total 431 hectares required,
81 hectares have been acquired. In Dadra and
Nagar Haveli, of the total 8.7 hectares needed,
6.9 hectares have been acquired.

So why has land acquisition moved
slowly in Maharashtra?

Mainly because of problems in Palghar
district, where the project requires 286

Former CM Devendra Fadnavis hands over land documents to Railways Minister
Piyush Goyal in Mumbai in February 2018. Prashant Nadkar
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hectares. However, much of the past one year
has been spent in holding parleys with the
landowners, and many have agreed over the
past few months.

With the offer of various schemes like pro-
viding health facilities for villagers, village de-
velopment expenses, and other outreach pro-
grammes in addition to the compensation
package, 31 out of the required 286 hectares
in Palghar have been acquired.

Of the 73 villages in which the project
needs land, joint measurement surveys have
been done in 65.Joint measurement surveys
are considered a major breakthrough, be-
cause they involve the landowner and the
project engineers jointly measuring the land,
physically on the ground. The company has
appointed a manager just for issues related
to Palghar.

In Gujarat, the process was smoother af-
ter the High Court dismissed 120 petitions
by farmers by upholding the validity of the
Land Acquisition Act as amended by the state
government in 2016.

The land across the alignment is divided
into 7,000 plots, in 195 villages in Gujaratand
104 villages in Maharashtra.

Can the new Maharashtra government
scrap the project?

Maharashtra is not investing any money
perseinthe project. Its equity is through land.
Both Gujarat and Maharashtra own 25% each
in the project, while the remaining 50% is
owned by the Government of India. The state
government can change the rules forland ac-
quisition, as that is within its purview.
However, the contract with Japan that the
Centre has entered into, cannot be impacted.

That said, a change in government may
affect the priority thatis accorded to the proj-
ectin the state’s scheme of things. When the
BJP’s Devendra Fadnavis was Chief Minister,
the bullet train project was in the CM’s “war
room” — meaning it was directly monitored
by the CMO. Officials said that this helped a
lot in land acquisition efforts — anything to
do with the bullet train got priority treatment
atevery level from the Secretariat in Mumbai
to the administration in the district.

The Shiv Senais politically strong in Palghar.
The MP, Rajendra Gavit, is from the Shiv Sena.
The party has in the past joined the chorus
against the project in Palghar and nearby ar-
eas. Sena leaders have had altercations with

FAact CHECK, GROUND REALITY

NHSRCL officials working on the ground.

Can the project change the alignment to
avoid problem areas?

While the government decides which
places to link with a train corridor, the precise
alignment is a technical reality that has been
frozen after scientific surveys and measure-
ments. It cannot be tampered with at will. The
high-speed alignment, for instance, needs to
be as free of curves as possible. Any speed up-
wards of 300 kph requires a straight alignment.

How can the acquisition process be
expedited?

NHSRCL has adopted the strategy of land
acquisition by consent, and not by invoking the
various laws that empower government agen-
cies to acquire land for public purposes. The
provisions of the central Right to Fair
Compensation and Transparency in Land
Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement
Act, 2013, would have allowed the linear proj-
ecttoacquire land even without the consent of
certain parties, if needed, against the payment
of compensation. But the company is not look-
ing to invoke such provisions, officials said.

When is the oath taken by a Minister (in)valid?

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
MUMBAI, DECEMBER 2

ON THE first day of the Assembly session in
Maharashtra on November 30, former Chief
Minister Devendra Fadnavis alleged that the
oath-taking ceremony of the new govern-
ment had violated the Constitution.

He was referring to the invocation — by
Chief Minister Uddhav Thackeray and each
Minister — at the start of the oath, before
reading out the text, which he alleged had
altered the oath itself.

Thackeray invoked Chattrapati Shivaji
and “my parents”; Eknath Shinde named Bal
Thackeray, Ananda Dhige, a Thane Shiv Sena
leader who died in 2000, Uddhav Thackeray,
and Shivaji.

Subhash Desai invoked Bal Thackeray.
Jayant Patil of the NCP invoked Shivaji and
Sharad Pawar.

Chhagan Bhujbal began with Jai Shivraj,
Jai Maharashtra, and invoked Mahatma
Phule, Chattrapati Shahu, Babasaheb
Ambedkar, Bal Thackeray, and Sharad Pawar.

Balasaheb Thorat took Sonia Gandhi’s
name. Nitin Raut named Ambedkar, Sonia,
Rahul Gandhi, and the Buddha.

The fiscal deficit for the April-October
period —Rs 7.2 lakh crore — doesn’t look too
good at 102% of GDP. To be sure, much of the
increase in the deficit is because the govern-
ment has spent more — Rs 16.55 lakh crore
versus Rs 14.55 lakh crore in the correspon-
ding period of 2018-19.

Atthe same time, itis also true that the tax
mop-up this year has been vir-
tually flatatRs 10.52 lakh crore
versus Rs 10.391akh croreinthe
April-October 2018 period.

The government believes
that the economy will revive
in the second half, but so far,
there is very little to suggest a
meaningful pick-up.

Indeed, the output of the core sector con-
tracted 5.8% y-0-y in October — slightly more
than it did in September — suggesting the
busy season hasn’t got off to a great start.
Demand for cars was subdued in the festival
month, and has fallen in November. Sales of
two-wheelers fell 14% y-o-y in October, and
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At the swearing-in. Prashant Nadkar

In the Constitution

Article 164(3)says: “Before a Minister en-
ters upon his office, the Governor shall ad-
minister to him the oaths of office and of se-
crecy according to the forms set out for the
purpose in the Third Schedule.” The Third
Schedule requires the taker of the oath to ei-
ther “swear in the name of God” or to
“solemnly affirm” to “bear true faith and al-
legiance to the Constitution...”.

According to constitutional experts and
those familiar with procedures and rules of
swearing-in ceremonies, Art 164 makes it
clear that the text of the oath is sacrosanct,
and the person taking the oath has to read it
out exactly as it is, in the given format. If a

haven’t done very much better in November;,
suggesting poor rural demand. Also, sales of
commercial vehicles were weak, crashing
by 23% y-0-y.

Consumers are clearly not willing to
spend, especially on big ticket items such
as homes. The fact that there is no quick fix
for the compression in credit growth will,
in fact, prevent growth in Q3
and Q4 from picking up
meaningfully.

One big reason why con-
sumption demand has ta-
pered off is rural stress — with
prices of agri goods collapsing,
farmincomes have been badly
hurt. The agricultural GVA in
the September quarter grew at just 2.1% y-o-
y, the slowest in 14 quarters save one. Unless
many more jobs are created, itis hard to see
consumption getting a boost.

But it is even harder to visualise where
the jobs are going to come from, since the
manufacturing sector is in a slump — man-

person wanders from the text, it is the re-
sponsibility of the person administering the
oath —inthis instance the Governor — to in-
terrupt and ask the person being swornin to
read it out correctly.

Instances of deviation

The most famous case of a political leader
changing the oath was in 1989, when Devi
Lal inserted the words “Deputy Prime
Minister” as he was being swornin to Prime
Minister V P Singh’s cabinet, and was cor-
rected by President R Venkataraman.

In 2012, Azam Khan of the Samajwadi
Party had to retake his oath in Uttar Pradesh
after he skipped the oath of office, and only
took the oath of secrecy.

Fadnavis’s objections

According to former Maharashtra
Advocate General Shreehari Aney: “It is the
content of the oath that is important. That
should be as per the format laid down in the
Constitution. Addition something before or
after the oath is not unlawful as long as the
substance of the oath is unaltered.”

Aney, who was AG for some time when
the Fadnavis government was in power, how-
ever, added that the “practice of invoking

ufacturing GVA contracted 1% in the
September quarter. And the services sector
isin big trouble since the financials of a cou-
ple of large telcom players are fragile follow-
ing adverse regulation. These companies are
laying off people in large numbers.

Also, gross fixed capital formation, anin-
dicator of capex, barely grew in the
September quarter — it rose 1% y-o-y, the
slowest in 19 quarters. That suggests not too
much fresh capacity is being added, which
is not surprising, since there is a fair bit spare
capacity to be utilised.

Also, since several business houses have
bought stressed assets via the IBC route, us-
ing up some of their financial resources, it is
unlikely they will undertake greenfield ex-
pansion. But the government needs to worry
more about existing businesses.

The biggest challenge today is to unclog
credit flows to industry — small and large.
This looks virtually impossible because
banks have turned risk averse and are stay-
ing cautious in what is an extremely tough

New Delhi

gods, national leaders, reformers, while ad-
ministering the oath of office can be termed
as immature, as it detracts from the impor-
tance of the oath”. But even so, Aney said, “it
doesn’t flout constitutional requirements.”

Role of the Governor

The Governor’s approval is key. According
to experts, if the person administering the
oath approves the oath, the matteris closed.
Immediately on taking the oath, the person
who has been sworn in, must sign a register.
The register is attested by the Secretary to
the Governor, which means it has been ap-
proved by the Governor. In Maharashtra, that
approval was also formalised by a gazette no-
tification on the appointment of the Chief
Minister and six ministers, which was issued
on November 30.

“Ultimately it is the responsibility of the
Chair, the functionary administering the
oath, in this case the Governor [to correct].
Once Governor takes it as read, and the
Secretary to the Governor has attested that
the oath has been administered, and the
gazette notification has come out, then it is
no longer an issue, it cannot be legally chal-
lenged,” Shumsher Sheriff, former Rajya
Sabha Secretary General, said.

Why, if growth is to revive, credit flows to industry must pick up fast

environment — 2019 has seen more than
3,300 companies being downgraded so far.
Incremental lending between April and
November 8 is up barely by 0.43%; in the
fortnight to November 8, loan growth
slumped to a two-year low of 7.9% y-o-y.

Banks can’t be blamed for their approach
because there are few businesses worth
lending to. But companies too are not in-
clined to create fresh capacity. Meanwhile,
lending by NBFCs has slowed sharply over
the past year — 34% y-0-yin Q2FY20 — with
several of themin financial trouble. Indeed,
whether the Reserve Bank of India cuts repo
rates or not is less important now because
banks have become extremely cautious.

Also, with credit flows tight — despite a
Rs 2 lakh crore surplus liquidity — more
companies are likely to default onloan obli-
gations, which, in turn, means rising loan
losses. To be sure, there is no systemic risk,
but there is the danger of many small and
mid-sized businesses closing down, leading
to more job losses.
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IF THE GENERAL GOES

After court intervention, Gen Bajwa’s position as army chief is
undermined. Battle lines in Pakistan are actually within army

WELVE YEARS AFTER Pakistan’s Supreme Court took on an army ruler for oust-

ing its chief justice, the country’s higher judiciary has taken on another army

chief, this time questioning the three-year extension given to him by the civil-

ian government of Imran Khan. The bench, headed by Chief Justice Asif Saeed
Khosa, cut the extension granted to General Qamar Javed Bajwa, whose term expired on
November 28, to a bare six months while ordering the government to bring in constitutional
changes to lay down the tenure of the army chief and other terms and conditions of his ap-
pointment. In the process, the government, which had announced the extension back in
August, was exposed for its ineptness and inability to get the paperwork right in a matter
as important as this. Bajwa continues as COAS at the pleasure of the court. Is this a rare
civilian moment in the affairs of military-dominated Pakistan? Not really. Although the
court has thrust into the public domain the issue of extensions to the army chief, a matter
that has haunted many previous governments and jeopardised their continuance, the re-
ality is that Prime Minister Imran Khan, who cheerfully admits to being on the “same page”
as the army, sees no risk from Bajwa, and in fact, wants him to continue.

In the last two decades, there have been two other instances of a Pakistan Army Chief
on extended stay. General Pervez Musharraf granted himself an indefinite extension as
COAS in 2001. Musharraf’s 10-year stay at the top, and his successor, Ashfaq Parvez
Kayani’s, six years (including one extension) held up the careers of scores of officers in the
Pakistan Army. In the present instance, it was a member of the public who went to court
against the extension to Bajwa, The chief justice, then, took it on as a matter of national
interest. Atleast 11 three-star generals would have retired by the time Bajwa'’s three-year
extension ended. The promotions of many others would have been held up.

The dissent within the army over this is perhaps not unconnected to the growing un-
ease among officers that the institution and its leadership are seen on “the same page”
as an increasingly unpopular civilian government. The sentiment was most apparent
during the recent “long march” by a veteran Pakistani politician from a right wing religious
party, who questioned the government's silence on Kashmir and contrasted this withits
enthusiasm over the Kartarpur corridor. After the court’s intervention, Bajwa’s position
as COAS is much undermined. It is possible that the Parliament may not be able to agree
on amendments to Article 243 of the Constitution that deals with the army chief’s ap-
pointment, as demanded by the court. An extension for Bajwa beyond the court-granted
sixmonths seems iffy. The battle lines are actually within the army, and the civilian politi-
cians will only choose their side. It is not difficult to see which side those in the Opposition
will pick. The next question, then, is: If Bajwa goes, can Imran Khan be far behind?

TIME IS NOW

Success of CoP 25 hinges on how urgently countries resolve
discord over climate finance, carbon markets

N SUNDAY, A day before the UN’s Framework Convention on Climate

Change’s (UNFCCC) 25th Conference of Parties got under way in Madrid,

UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres, issued a stern warning. “The point

of noreturnis no longer over the horizon. It is in sight and hurtling towards
us,” he said. Over the next two weeks, as delegates from almost 200 countries attempt to
firm up the commitments made in Paris in 2015, establish new rules for emissions trad-
ing, and create systems to compensate countries already affected by global warming,
they would do well to keep this warning in mind.

Signatories to the Paris Pact will have to update their commitments to the landmark
treaty — Nationally Determined Contribution (NDC) — in 2020. Given that several stud-
ies have shown the inadequacy of these targets in combating the climate crisis, CoP 25 will
be keenly watched for the signals given by countries in upscaling their NDCs. India and
China have consistently resisted demands to enhance targets. The two countries have ar-
gued that their NDCs are way beyond their historical culpability for global warming and
the developed countries, mainly responsible for the climate problem, should be doing
more — especially when it comes to helping the poorer countries with funds and tech-
nology. In this context, a study by the US think-tank Climate Policy Initiative, which shows
that global climate financing fell by about 11 per cent in 2018, compared to 2017, should
be sobering to the delegates assembled at Madrid.

Carbon markets could be another thorny issue at CoP 25. The Paris Pact’s predecessor,
the Kyoto Protocol, allowed countries, or industries, to earn carbon credits for emission
reductions they made in excess of what was required of them. These credits could be
traded to the highest bidder, who could then show the emission reductions as their own.
India, China and Brazil have accumulated huge amounts of carbon credits and want them
to be incorporated in the Paris Pact’s market-related clause — Article 6. But developed
countries have been resisting such claims on the grounds that the Kyoto Protocol’s weak
verification procedures allowed dubious projects to obtain carbon credits. At the last CoP
in Katowice, when the rulebook for the Paris Pact was drawn up, Article 6 was one of the
unresolved issues. Resolution of the impasse will hold the key to the success of CoP 25.

T'HE RIGHT STUFF

Bottlenose dolphins have more in common with humans than
we imagined. They even share our directional bias

OLPHINS, PRESUMED TO be the most intelligent and empathetic creatures

of the deep, have shared a deep bond with humans. There are innumer-

able heart-warming stories about dolphins helping to save doomed swim-

mers, heading off sharks, retrieving dropped tools for divers, and so on. But
a paper on dolphin behaviour in the Royal Society’s journal, Open Science, finds more
common ground — like humans, dolphins are predominantly right-handed, and they are
even more fundamentalist about their preference than humans. The authors observed that
over 99 per cent of observations showed them favouring the right side.

Right-handedness appears to be intrinsic to cetaceans, which include whales and dol-
phins, the only creatures other than primates who are presumed to have some human-
like qualities. This is bad news for the left-handed, who are oppressed quite enough al-
ready by the primacy of right-handedness among humans. The very words we speak are
directionally weighed. Dexterity is from the Latin dexter (right), and sinister is Latin for
“left”. The modern meanings are derived via convoluted routes, including but not lim-
ited to myth and augury, but the association of the terms with cleverness and vileness are
now permanently set. In politics, too, left and right originally signified your place in the
pecking order. The world is deeply divided into nations which drive on the right and on
the left, each side believing that the other is plain wrong. The list is endless.

The most egregiously handed word is hiding in plain sight. It's even in the headline
above: “Right”. A wily, duplicitous word signifying both a direction and rectitude, and
thereby conflating the ideas. With that, the victory of the right in human affairs is com-
plete. But fortunately, barring humans and cetaceans, the rest of nature is ambivalent
about handedness. Mice and budgies just don’t care, for instance. It’s best that way.
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MEN ARGUE. NATURE ACTS.
— VOLTAIRE

Mr Bajaj speaks again

Government-business relations remain fraught.
But why PM Modi must pay heed

SANJAYA BARU

TWENTY-SIX YEARS AFTER he made news
as the voice of beleaguered Indian big busi-
ness, industrialist Rahul Bajaj has once again
spoken on their behalf. In 1993, he voiced
their fear of foreign competition. Today, he
voices their fear of domestic governance.
Fear of arbitrary governance is only one side
of a multi-dimensional problem that Indian
business has come to confront. There is also
a growing concern about economic slow-
down and policy uncertainty. Bajaj is known
to speak a lot, and even shoot his mouth off
onoccasion, but heis a widely respected and
ahugely successful leader of Indian business.
His views must be heard with care.

In 1993, the then finance minister,
Manmohan Singh, was publicly dismissive
of the concern Bajaj and friends articulated
about the threat to domestic business from
external economic liberalisation. The busi-
ness media also did not share the concerns
of big business, dubbing those who met at
a Mumbai hotel to draft a memorandum of
shared concernregarding foreign trade and
investment policy, as “The Bombay Club”.
The appendage of the word “club” damned
them.

Prime Minister PV Narasimha Rao, how-
ever, paid heed. He reached out to business
leaders and fine-tuned policy. He said he was
turning neither Right nor Left, but would
walk the Middle Path. His critics, including
the more enthusiastic liberalisers, called it
the “Muddle Path”, but the PM ensured he
had everyone on board, stayed the course
and moved India forward. The time has come
for Prime Minister Narendra Modi to also re-
assure the nation that he will neither swerve
to the Right nor the Left, but walk the Middle
Path of “sabka saath, sabka vikas, sabka vish-
was”, with greater conviction.

If, in 1993, Bajaj voiced business’s “con-
cerns”, today he voices its “fears”. There is a
world of difference between fear and con-
cern. Concern can be about bureaucratic pro-
cedures and delays, poor infrastructure,
dumping of subsidised goods by foreign
competitors, and so on. Fear is often about
the knock on the door, the tap of the phone,
mysterious acts of retribution by persons in

What ails this government is
precisely what has ailed all
governments — the
arrogance of power. While
such arrogance is often a
mask for incompetence,
business persons tolerate
that arrogance in the hope of
benefitting from the
incompetence, and
consequent arbitrariness. It
is this incestuous nexus that
Prime Minister Modi has
tried to break, but in doing
so he may have ignored the
impact it would have on
investor sentiment and
business confidence. Clearly,
it is time for some course
correction.

power. They do no good to the reputation of
a liberal democracy. It is good that Bajaj has
spoken openly and it is equally good that
Union Home Minister Amit Shah has pub-
licly reassured him, stating emphatically that
the government would “have to make the ef-
fort to improve the atmosphere”.

It is not clear, though, how much of the
fear of big business that Bajaj sought to con-
vey is due to the chinks in their own armour
and how much is due to unfair harassment.
Indian business leadership has not covered
itself with glory, still unable to run globally
competitive businesses and continuing to
seek a “level-playing field” seven decades af-
ter Independence. The relationship between
government and business, therefore, re-
mains fraught. It is characterised by feudal
supplication, on the one hand, and a willing-
ness to cut corners and buy political cover,
on the other. It has to be said in Modi’s favour
that he has been more forthright in weaken-
ing the foundations of crony capitalism than
any previous government.

What ails this government is precisely
what has ailed all governments — the arro-
gance of power. While such arrogance is of-
ten a mask for incompetence, business per-
sons tolerate that arrogance in the hope of
benefitting from the incompetence, and con-
sequent arbitrariness. It is this incestuous
nexus that Prime Minister Modi has tried to
break, but in doing so he may have ignored
the impact it would have on investor senti-
ment and business confidence. Clearly, it is
time for some course correction. The govern-
ment has taken a series of policy steps toim-
prove the environment for business. Equal
attention has to be paid to improving gover-
nance and better functioning of existing in-
stitutions, both at the Centre and in states.

The problem s not specific to the current
ruling dispensation. It is inherent to the feu-
dal nature of democratic governance in India.
Today’s humble in Opposition were yester-
day’s arrogant and arbitrary in power.
Yesterday’s beacons of hope have become
today’s cause for despair. Thatis true in state
capitals too. Power tends to corrupt and ab-
solute power corrupts absolutely. Itis an old

adage, everyone quotes Lord Acton approv-
ingly, yet few have mastered the art of wear-
ing and bearing power lightly on one’s shoul-
ders.

Part of the problem in the government-
business relationship is that both sides need
each other and loath that fact. For Prime
Minister Modi, the current conjecture, with
a combination of an economic slowdown,
political setbacks and foreign policy chal-
lenges, is a moment of reckoning. He has
faced setbacks before, but the multiple chal-
lenges he faces today require a major reset
in policy and politics. More of the same can-
not and will not do. He may still have a signif-
icant chunk of the national vote with him,
but there is growing restiveness in his tradi-
tional constituencies. Both his slogans of a
“New India” and a “$5-trillion economy”
have lost their shine and sheen.

The Opposition still has nothing new to
offer. Its best faces remain those of an ageing
leadership — from Sonia Gandhi and
Manmohan Singh to Sharad Pawar — and its
best ideas are from manifestos of a bygone
era. Provincial leaders offer no national al-
ternative. Given this situation, Prime Minister
Modi owes it to the nation to make some-
thing of the massive mandate he received. It
may have been a mandate for a nationalist
platform but nationalism means nothing
without economic development.

The idea of aRising India has been deval-
ued and diminished by a faltering one. India
is once again at a critical crossroads but runs
the risk of yet again missing the bus. The fo-
cus of governance has to move away from di-
visive issues, including issues of identity and
citizenship, to the here-and-now of invest-
ment promotion, employment generation
and the building of a capable and competi-
tive economy. Governance in public institu-
tions, including in the fields of education, has
to be prioritised for improvement. No one
but the prime minister can and must provide
the leadership needed to address these chal-
lenges anew.

The writer is a policy analyst and former
media advisor to prime minister of India

A JUDICIOUS BALANCE

Supreme Court’s recent judgments reaffirm its role as a vigilant monitor

SOLI ] SORABJEE

ONE MAY CRITICISE our Supreme Court for
some of its judgments, but no person can de-
scribe it as a passive judiciary. The recent
judgments of the Court clearly portray it as
an active, rather an overactive judiciary.

No one can claim unrestricted entry to
any temple or religious institution or a pub-
lic meeting. A person with proven criminal
antecedents may be rightly denied entry. But,
surely, itis irrational to deny entry to a certain
class of citizens, for example, women, be-
cause of a natural physical phenomenon like
menstruation. Menstruation is not a crime.
This practice, prevalent at the Sabarimala
temple in Kerala, ignited the jurisdiction of
our Supreme Court which battled with this
issue, and occasioned the dissenting judg-
ment of Justice Indu Malhotra.

Lengthy and erudite arguments were ad-
vanced by parties who championed a
woman'’s right of entry based on the guaran-
tees of equality and prohibition of discrimi-
nation inter alia on the ground of sex. Parties
supporting the no-entry practice relied on
Article 25 which guarantees the right to prac-
tise and profess religion. They overlooked
that this Article is “subject to other provisions
of the Constitution”. In other words, subject
to Articles 14 and 15, which prohibit discrim-
ination inter alia on grounds of gender.

Another argument was the right of the
“Deity” Ayyappa, whois believed to be in dis-
favour of the entry of women of certain ages
in a temple and whose divine right, it is ar-
gued, should be respected.

Ordinarily, the Supreme Court judgment

The Rafale case is another
instance worth noting. The
Supreme Court dismissed
the review petitions filed
against its previous order,
which found nothing wrong
with the Rafale transaction.
This has not excited the
public. Instead, what has is
the Supreme Court’s
dismissal of the

contempt petition against
Rahul Gandhi for him
attributing his comment —
‘chowkidar chor hai’ — to
the Supreme Court.

should finally settle any controversial issue,
but not in our country. This is evident from
the heated debates on the issue on TV chan-
nels and in public meetings. Interestingly,
many women support the no-entry rule, not
on legal or constitutional grounds, but on the
misconception that a menstruating woman
is not “clean” and, therefore, allowing her to
enter the temple would be a desecration of a
holy place. To keep the pot boiling, the issue
has been referred to a larger bench of seven
judges. It is debatable whether the seven
judge bench judgment will finally put a lid
on the matter. The real remedy would be to
cleanse the minds of the supporters of no-
entry to women doctrine.

The Rafale case is another instance worth
noting. The Supreme Court dismissed the re-
view petitions filed againstits previous order,
which found nothing wrong with the Rafale
transaction. This has not excited the public.
What has is the Supreme Court’s dismissal of
the contempt petition against Rahul Gandhi
for him attributing his comment — “chowki-
dar chor hai” — to the Court itself. Rahul
Gandhi tendered an unconditional apology,
which was accepted, but with a strong warn-
ing to him to be careful in the future. I think
Rahul Gandhi was dealt with leniently. He is
aninfluential political leader who should not
make statements which are untrue and be-
tray disrespect for the Court.

Another Supreme Court judgment which
has hit the headlines is its decision to uphold
the Karnataka Speaker’s orders disqualify-
ing 17 defectors. The Supreme Court, how-

ever, quashed the Speaker’s order to the ex-
tent that it prevented the disqualified candi-
dates to contest elections till 2023. The
Court’s exposition of the law relating to the
inter-play between resignation and defec-
tion is welcome.

It ruled that the resignation does not take
away the effect of a prior act that incurs dis-
qualification. The Supreme Court made in-
structive observations about the role and
function of the Speaker in dealing with cases
of disqualification of a candidate on the
grounds of defection. It ruled that Speakers
are not given a free pass to sit on resignation
letters indefinitely. Once it is demonstrated
that a member is willing to resign out of his
free will, the Speaker has no option but to ac-
cept the resignation. The Speaker is not em-
powered to consider the motives and cir-
cumstances whenever aresignation letter is
submitted. The Supreme Court deplored that
Speakers sometimes tend not to be neutral.

Hopefully, Speakers will pay serious heed
to the Court’s observations. When the anti-
defection law was enacted in the Tenth
Schedule of the Constitution, it was believed
that the vice of defection would be effectively
curtailed. Regrettably, subsequent develop-
ments have belied the hope. The remedy lies
not so much in amending the law or intro-
ducing fresh legal provisions, but in arous-
ing the conscience of every honest citizen to
reject the defector at the poll booth.

The writer is a former attorney
general of India
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POWER STRIKE OFF

UTTAR PRADESH POWER minister Rewati
Raman Singh said that the agitating power
engineers of the state electricity board had
called off their strike. He said he had been in-
formed of the decision by the Power
Engineers Association president, Rejendra
Prasad. The announcement came shortly af-
ter the association secretary, Shailendra
Dubey, declared that the power engineers of
Delhi, Rajasthan, Punjab, Haryana and
Himachal Pradesh would go on “work-to-
rule” in support of the agitating UP engineers.

NEW IRAN
[RANIANS STARTED VOTING to a non-secret

referendum to approve an Islamic constitu-
tion entrenching the religious leadership as
the absolute rulers of the country. Approval
by the simple “yes or no” vote would auto-
matically confirm Ayatollah Ruhollah
Khomeini as the uncrowned ruler of Iran for
life with sweeping powers described as “dic-
tatorial” by critics of the constitution. There
was a brisk turnout of voters in Teheran’s nu-
merous polling stations, particularly to the
poorer neighbourhoods of the capital, with
men and women above 16 lining up sepa-
rately to cast votes. “We’ve had more than
700 votes cast here already and only one was
a no. And that was a mistake,” an English-
speaking official at the Teheran polling sta-

New Delhi

tion told the Associated Press.

ASSAM BANDH

THE STUDENTS OF Assam are on the war
path and are determined to thwart elections
in the state. The All Assam Students Union
and the All Assam Gana Sangram Parishad
have given a call for a44-hour Assam bandh
from 6 am on December 3 to 4 pm on
December 4, to be followed by mass picket-
ing from December 5 to 8 outside the state
and central government offices. The main
purpose of the agitation will be to thwart the
move of candidates to filing their nomina-
tion papers. The essential services have been
exempted from the purview of the bandh.
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All’s not well with secularism

Itis caught in a crisis not because it is irrelevant, but because it is subjected

torank overuse and invested with too many expectations

NEERA CHANDHOKE

THIS IS, PERHAPS, not the best time to clarify
and defend the principle of secularismin India.
For the religious right, secularism has become
a “bad” word, an object of mockery, disdain,
and casual dismissal. There is still an urgent
need to ponder, reflect and rethink. India’s re-
cent history of discrimination against minori-
ties demands this. Recollect that history is a
hard taskmaster. No one can dodge the big
questions that history crashes onto political
platforms. History poses questions; it is the
job of imaginative and visionary politics to find
the right answers. Or, these questions will con-
tinue to haunt us.

The leaders of the freedom struggle were
confronted by one such big question in the
aftermath of the 1931 Kanpur riots, which
left 400 dead. The Indian National Congress
established an inquiry commission to inves-
tigate the problem. The committee reported
that communal riots are an outcome of his-
torical processes sparked off by colonial rule.
Overturning the assumption that Hindu-
Muslim enmity is endemic to India, the
Congress held that India is home to both
Hindus and Muslims. It is possible to end the
conflict if minorities can be assured that
their rights to religion and culture will be
given full protection in an Independent India,
the party held.

On March 31, 1931, while moving the res-
olution on fundamental rights in the open ses-
sion of the Congress at Karachi, Gandhi spoke
on the issue. “Though Islamic and Aryan cul-
tures are not mutually exclusive,” he said, “we
must recognise that Mussalmans look upon
Islamic culture as distinctive from Aryan. Let us
therefore cultivate tolerance... Religious neu-
trality is important and Swaraj will favour
Hinduism no more than Islam, nor Islam more
than Hinduism... Let us fromnow on adopt the
principle of state neutrality in our daily affairs”.
This neutrality of the state we call secularism.

Secularism is not a standalone concept, it
flows from Article 14 of the Constitution,
which guarantees equality. No one shall be dis-
criminated against on the basis of birth into a
class, caste, gender, or religious community or
for her sexual preferences. This was the inten-
tion of the founders of democracy inIndia,and
thisis what secularism should be understood
as — as related to democracy.

The significance of secularism becomes
clearer when we make three distinctions. The
firstdistinction is between secularisation and
secularism. Secularisation is a social process
thatinvolves the privatisation of religion, asin
Europe after the Enlightenment. In India,
processes of secularisation were stymied be-
causereligion, since the late 19th century, was
latched to the nationalist project, and, from
the 20th century, to competitive nation-state
projects. Hinduism and Islam had been politi-
cised and continue to be so. Two, religion as
politics has nothing to do with religion as faith.
Politics in search of power seeks only one thing
— monopoly over resources. The third distinc-
tiondispels a confusion that has accompanied
the debate on secularismin India. Secularism
is not the binary opposite of communalism.
The opposite of communalism s religious har-
mony. Secularism is the diametric opposite of

theocracy or the merging of two awesome
forms of power — the non-religious and the
religious. Theocracy simply does not fit into
modern democratic imaginations.

Secularism for long has ridden to promi-
nence on the shoulders of secularisation.
Now that secularisation has been shown to
be one of the vanities of modernity, secular-
ism needs a new home. What other home
canitlive in except democracy? Democracy
and secularism are companion concepts, be-
cause of their shared commitments to basic
values such as freedom, equality and justice.
This does not imply that secularism can be
collapsed into democracy. We need to distin-
guish between the two.

Indian society is fractured in many ways.
Vertically, it is fractured along the axis of caste,
class and gender. Horizontally, it is divided
along the matrix of different belief systems.
Different sorts of strategies are needed to deal
with different kinds of inequalities and op-
pressions. The responsibility of reorganising
unequal and unjust religious communities on
the norms of freedom, equality, and rights falls
on democracy. The principle of secularism is
intended to ensure equality between these
communities. It is not the job of secularism to
reorder unequal gender or caste relations. That
falls within the province of democracy.
Secularism ensures that the state is not aligned
to any one religion, that all religious commu-
nities are treated with equal care and consid-
eration, that no community is granted special
advantages because itis in a numerical major-
ity. Similarly, it ensures that no religion is dis-
criminated against just because its numbers
are smaller than the majority community.
Secularism extends the principle of equality
— or even its weaker form, non-discrimina-
tion — specifically to the relationships be-
tween religious communities. If a government
openly supports a majority religion and dis-
criminates against minorities, justice kneels
before political power.

This is not to say that all is well with the
concept. Secularismis today caughtinacrisis,
not becauseitisirrelevant, but because it has
been subjected to rank overuse and invested
with far too many expectations, from solving
the issue of national integration to gender jus-
tice. Notably, secularism is not a robust con-
cept like democracy or justice; it is a “thin”

The coexistence between
religious identity and
democratic politics is not
easy. There is, arguably, a
fundamental discrepancy
between religious and
secular languages. Religion
gives to believers ‘thick’ or
comprehensive conceptions
of the good that help them
to make sense of the world,
order their lives, and relate
to others. The concept of
secularism is, in
comparison, ‘thin’ insofar as
it establishes procedures
that indicate what the place
of religion in the public
domain is, and what the
relationship between
different groups should be,
and how justice and
democracy can be secured.

CR Sasikumar

and a limited procedural concept. The chal-
lenge to secularism has not come from per-
sonal faith or religion, but from religious
groups that struggle for power. The challenge
is also to democracy because denial of secu-
larism catapults issues about the rights and
privileges of citizenship, and throws into
sharp relief the intersections between reli-
gion and the lack of voice, inadequate distri-
bution of goods, and recognition of unique
distinctiveness of groups.

Finally, the coexistence between religious
identity and democratic politics is not easy.
Thereis, arguably,a fundamental discrepancy
between religious and secular languages.
Religion gives to believers “thick” or compre-
hensive conceptions of the good that help
them to make sense of the world, order their
lives, and relate to others. The concept of sec-
ularism is, in comparison, “thin” insofar as it
establishes procedures that indicate what the
place of religion in the public domain is, and
what the relationship between different
groups should be, and how justice and
democracy can be secured.

Thisis not to suggest that secularismis not
a good; merely that secularism does not tell
people how tolead their lives or what to strive
for. The principle of secularism contributes to
the construction of a constitutional framework
where people can pursue their faith or any
other substantive conception of the good, un-
burdened by discrimination, and where the
state does not discriminate between different
religious groups. Religion and secularism re-
late to different kinds of justice and are in many
cases difficult to translate into each other.

But thatis the nature of democratic polit-
ical life. Irresolvable dilemmas that can only
be negotiated through the deployment of
imagination and creativity in thinking and
practice. Let us remember and take heart from
Jawaharlal Nehru'’s words in the Discovery of
India. He quotes the chorus from the Bacchae
of Euripides, translated by Gilbert Murray.
“What else is wisdom? What of man’s en-
deavour/ Or God’s high grace, solovely and so
great?/ To stand from fear set free, to breathe
and wait;/ To hold a hand uplifted over Hate;/
and shall not Loveliness be loved for ever?”

The writer is a former professor of political
science, Delhi University

(Goals wit

in reach

Six months of Modi 2.0 show it is on track to achieving its development targets

(GAJENDRA SINGH SHEKHAWAT

DEVELOPMENT ECONOMICS, A subject for
which Abhijit Banerjeeand Esther Duflo won
the 2019 Nobel Prize and classical economists
like Robert Lucas, also a Nobel laureate, have
had a long-standing debate on what rids na-
tions of poverty. Classical economists argue that
any nation which has seen rapid growth and
development has seen rapid decline in their
poverty levels, while development economists
say that tinkering and experimenting in sam-
ple spaces will help us find out the economic
intentions of people and thus help the gov-
ernment in making better economic choices.

The current Union government, after a
successful re-election under the leadership of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, has done
both: It committed itself to the vision of a $5-
trillion economy by 2024-25 much to the
pleasure of classical economists and decided
to shape the economic intentions of people
through its various social schemes and pro-
grammes, making the development econo-
mists happy. Riding on the rainbow of trust
due to the stellar work done during its first
term, the NDA government is not shying away
from taking major economic decisions.

The achievements of the government are
numerous. [ should begin with the biggest
achievement of any government since
Independence — the removal of special pro-
visions under Article 370 and Article 35A.
Noissue in this country has been more sen-
timental than Kashmir’s special provisions.
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Generations of Indians shall be grateful to
the government.

Understanding that a major re-calibration
of various aspects of the economy was
needed, the government began by formingan
inter-ministerial taskforce to finalise infra-
structure projects worth over Rs 100 lakh
crore. The first major sector that was tackled
was real estate. Against ademand for 1.12 crore
houses, 93 lakh houses have been sanctioned,
28 lakh houses have been handed over and 56
lakh are under construction.

In the health sector, under Ayushman
Bharat scheme, 64,26,238 beneficiaries have
been admitted across 20,757 empanelled hos-
pitals. Along with health, women’s empow-
erment is a priority for this government. To
protect vulnerable married Muslim women,
the regressive practice of triple talaq was abol-
ished and made punishable with three years
imprisonment. Wage inequality has alsobeen
dealt with through the Code on Wages, 2019.
We understand that the future lies in the
proactive adoption of energy-efficient and
non-polluting practices. India’s total installed
renewable energy capacity crossed the mile-
stone of 80,000 MW on June 30. The fact that
India has become the most secure habitat for
the tiger is a testimony to this government’s
efforts and foresightedness.

MSMEs and startups are the vehicles for
future economic growth. Startups with over
Rs 25 crore as turnover shall get the promised

tax holiday for three years. The withdrawal of
the Angel Tax will also give amajor investment
boost to startups. The government has also
launched the Van Dhan Yojana, which shall
link 1.92 lakh tribal entrepreneurs to the na-
tional market. In the meantime, 28,211 micro
enterprises have been set up, giving employ-
mentto 2,25,288 people. The government has
also mandated that 25 per cent of the sourc-
ing in CPSU’s come from MSEs — goods and
services worth Rs 16,746 crore have already
been procured from 61641 MSEs.

Farmers are at the centre of this govern-
ment’s agenda. Nearly Rs 34,873 crore has
been transferred to about 7.33 crore farmers
under the PM-KISAN yojana till date. A mini-
mum assured pension of Rs 3,000 per month
is being provided to both farmers and traders
upon reaching the age of 60. Welfare meas-
ures and assured MSP for rabi and kharif at 1.5
times the cost of production has improved the
lives of our farmers and strengthened the ru-
ral economy. Development with empower-
ment has been the mantra of this government
from its first day in office. By the 75th year of
Independence, not a single rural family will
be bereft of electricity or cooking gas.Ina com-
mendable achievement, the Ujjwala Yojana
achieved its target of eight crore LPG connec-
tions seven months before the target date.

Inorder to achieve water security, drinking
water shall be provided to all households by
2024 through the integrated management of

water supply, conservation and grey water
reuse through the Jal Jeevan mission. The Jal
Shakti Abhiyan, under which 3.56 lakh water
conservation projects, 1.23 lakh watershed
development projects and 1.5 lakh acres of
rainwater harvesting measures are being un-
dertaken, has sounded the government’s in-
tentions. After the grand success of the
Swachh Bharat Abhiyan, the Jal-Jeevan
Mission shall be the next major achievement.

The prime minister in the past six
months has led by example: His video of
plogging on the beach in Mamallapuram
made every Indian more conscious of
his/her surroundings and the Global Goal
Keeper Award received by him reaffirmed
India’s commitment to the SDGs. The
“Howdy Modi” event brought leaders of the
two biggest democracies together in a rare
spectacle of friendship and brotherhood.
The second informal India-China meet at
Mamallapuram ushered a new dawn of co-
operation between the two countries.

The past six months has seen India taking
big strides. With renewed vigour and focus,
the government is marching towards the $5-
trillion economy mark. If this pace continues
for the next four-and-a-half years, there is no
doubt that India shall achieve this milestone
before the target date.

The writer is Union minister,
Ministry of Jal Shakti
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“China needs to make efforts to dismantle the influence of the West’s China-
related reports worldwide... Only by gradually achieving this task can China’s
soft power make a necessary breakthrough.” — GLOBAL TIMES, CHINA

A new mould
for Mauritius

From trade to geopolitical significance, it is time
for India to look again at the island nation

fective control over the island in the early
18th century.

The French developed sugar plantations,
introduced ship building and developed a
naval base. The French certainly understood
the strategic significance of Mauritius. A
French soldier and colonial official, Félix
Renouard de Sainte-Croix, described the is-
land as “a central geographical point be-
tween every other place in the world'.

The British who gained control over
Mauritius during the Napoleonic wars
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turned it into a garrison island that would
help secure the sea lines of communication
between Europe and India. The enduring
value of its location is reflected in the fact
that Diego Garcia, once part of Mauritius, to-
day hosts one of America’s largest foreign
military bases in the world.

Butin emphasising the value of military
access to Mauritius, it is easy to miss its geo-
economic significance. The French descrip-
tion of the island as a “central geographic
point” holds equally true for commerce and
connectivity in the Indian Ocean. Asa mem-
ber of the African Union, Indian Ocean Rim
Association and the Indian Ocean
Commission, Mauritius is a stepping stone
to multiple geographies.

If Delhi appreciates the value of
Mauritius as a regional hub, a number of
possibilities present themselves. One,as new
investments pour into Africa, Mauritius is
where alot of it gets serviced. Mauritius can
be the fulcrum for India’s own African eco-
nomic outreach.

Two, until now India has tended to deal
with the so-called Vanilla islands of the
south western Indian Ocean — Comoros,
Madagascar, Mauritius, Mayotte, Reunion
and Seychelles — on a bilateral basis. If the
Indian establishment thinks of them as a col-
lective, it could make Mauritius the pivot of
Delhi’s island policy.

Three, the Mauritius pivot canfacilitate a
number of Indian commercial activities in
the south western Indian ocean — as a bank-
ing gateway, the hub for flights to and from
Indian cities and tourism.

Four, India could also contribute to the
evolution of Mauritius as a regional centre
for technological innovation. India has not
really responded so far to the demands from
Mauritius for higher education facilities from
Indialike the IIT.

Five, climate change, sustainable devel-
opment and the blue economy are existen-
tial challenges for Mauritius and the neigh-
bouring island states. Mauritius will be the
right partner in promoting Indian initiatives
in these areas. It could also become a valu-
able place for regional and international
maritime scientific research.

Finally, if Delhi takes an integrated view
of its security cooperation in the south west-
ern Indian Ocean, Mauritius is the natural
node forit. The office of a defence adviser in
Mauritius, for example, can service the de-
mands of all the island nations as well as the
East African states.

Allthis and more s possible if Delhi takes
afresh and more strategic look at Mauritius.
One way of getting there is to have an early
Indian summit with the leaders of the
Vanillaislands.

ASIT PREPARES to host the prime minister of
Mauritius, Pravind Jugnauth, who returned
to power in the recent general elections,
Delhi needs to change the lens through
whichitsees the smallisland republicin the
western Indian Ocean.

For far too long, Delhi has viewed
Mauritius through the prism of diaspora.
This was, perhaps, natural since communi-
ties of Indian origin constitute a significant
majorityin theisland. But the time has come
toreimagine Mauritius in much larger terms.

More recently, Delhi has certainly begun
to see the strategic significance of Mauritius
thanks to the renewed great power contes-
tation in the Indian Ocean. Right at the very
start of his first term in May 2014, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi saw Mauritius as
part of India’s neighbourhood and invited
its leadership to join his inauguration along
with other South Asian leaders.

It was during his visit to Mauritius in
2015 that Modi unveiled an ambitious pol-
icy called the SAGAR (security and growth
for all). It was India’s first significant policy
statement on the Indian Ocean in many
decades. Delhi has some ways to go before it
can translate the logic of SAGAR into effective
outcomes on the ground.

But there is a bigger challenge for Delhi
in dealing with Mauritius. It is the urgent
need to discard the deep-rooted percep-
tion that Mauritius is simply an extension
of India. It is not. Mauritius is a sovereign
entity with a unique national culture and
aninternational identity of its own. Its lead-
ers are also conscious of the island’s spe-
cial place in the Indian Ocean as a thriving
economic hub and an attractive strategic
location. Although it is quite small with just
1.3 million people, Mauritius has been
punching way above its weight.

Jugnauth'’s visit is a good moment for
India to visibly demonstrate its respect for
the sovereignty of Mauritius. Jugnauth, who
took over from his father Anerood as the PM
in January 2017, has now won power on his
own steam. At 61, Pravind may not be too
young, but he represents a new generation
thatisimmensely proud of the republic’s ex-
traordinary evolution from a slave island to
a prosperous economy.

An India that begins to see Mauritius on
its own terms would want to go beyond sen-
timentalism and to explore the immense
possibilities for elevating India’s strategic
partnership with an island that is looking
beyond sugar plantations to financial serv-
ices and technological innovation.

Mauritius is all about location and the
genius of its people. As early European ex-
plorers sailed around the African continent
and ventured eastwards to India, they be-
gan to call Mauritius, the “Star and Key of the
Indian Ocean”. If the Portuguese and the
Dutch were the first to gain a foothold in
Mauritius, it was the French who gained ef-

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

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

FAILING A MINORITY

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘The fight

for dignity’ (IE, December 2). The LETTER OF THE
Transgender Persons Bill is supposed to WEEK AWARD

be a progressive legislation, which dis-
cards societal prejudice. But it fails to
provide dignified existence to transgen-
ders as their fundamental right to sex-
ual identity is dependent on a piece of
paper issued by a magistrate. Besides,
it inclines towards entitlement rather
than the empowerment approach.
Divya Singla, Patiala

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

LIVING IN DENIAL

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘A new
low’ (IE, November 30). What is more
scary than the economic slowdown is
the government’s refusal to check pop-
ulism and wasteful expenditure. One-
time investments in non-bankable and

move doesn’t get mired in cheap polit-
ical stunts and is replicated throughout

economically disastrous infrastructure  the country.
projects or increasing tax rates through Rahul Gaur, Gurugram
GST may earn revenues in a particular
FY, but is unlikely to ease the recession.
Varin Dhir, Ahmedabad FOR HER SAKE
THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Her free-
LIGHTER BAGS doms’ (IE November 30).It is a matter of

great regret that despite a raft of laws
there is no let up in cases of violence
against women. It seems that the prob-
lem cannot be tackled through laws
alone, and requires societal changes.
There is also a need for judicial reforms.
Trials are slow and the judicial process
does is unfair to the survivor.

Ravi Mathur, Ghaziabad

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘In
Rajasthan, integrated books make
school bags lighter, student happier’ (IE,
December 2).Itis heartwarming to see
this small but creative initiative turning
out to be a game changer in the realm of
education at the grass roots, where it is
needed the most. One hopes that the
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Winning the peace

India must ensure Sri Lanka makes certain

security, dignity, and prosperity for the Tamils

he visit last week of Sri Lanka’s new President Go-
Ttabaya Rajapaksa to India and his extended talks

with Prime Minister Narendra Modi was an affir-
mation by the two nations to make good bilateral ties a
priority for each. Mr. Rajapaksa is aware of the pro-
blems the relationship has faced, due to both the prox-
imity between India and Sri Lanka, and the interlinked
and complicated peoples’ histories. In comments to
The Hindu, he made it clear that he wants consistency
and constant communication to avoid the problems of
the past. In the last decade, these have included India’s
concerns about the pace of reconciliation in the Tamil-
majority North and East, the welcoming of Chinese in-
vestment for major projects including the Hambantota
port and Colombo harbour and military engagement,
unhappiness over the slow pace of clearance for Indian
projects, and other bilateral issues. In Colombo there
has been the overhanging suspicion that Indian intelli-
gence agencies play a role in domestic politics, includ-
ing the 2015 defeat of Mahinda Rajapaksa. In the hour-
long conversation the two leaders had, it seemed appa-
rent that there was some clarity on all issues and a will
to build a new future. There was also a recognition that
after working together closely against the LTTE, there
were new threats, especially in the wake of the Easter
Day bombings by an Islamic State-affiliated group that
has Indian links. India’s announcement of $50-million
in aid along with an additional $400-million in develop-
ment aid is proof of that. India’s and Sri Lanka’s secur-
ity is “indivisible” Mr. Modi said, indicating the need for
more high-level contacts. Mr. Rajapaksa accepted Mr.
Modi’s invitation to make his first presidential visit
abroad to New Delhi, and has invited the Indian leader
to be the first State guest he welcomes to Colombo.

However, the next few months will reveal how much

the new regime will actually work to engage New Del-
hi’s concerns. Apart from clearances for infrastructure
projects in the north, port projects in Trincomalee, and
the airport in Mattala, Mr. Rajapaksa will be judged on
how far he regulates investment and manage debts to
China. Above all, his attitude towards the less deve-
loped areas of the North and East, where most minori-
ties did not vote for him, will be keenly watched. His
stated desire to place development over devolution
commitments will be a cause for worry for New Delhi as
well as Chennai, that have consistently urged the Sri
Lankan government to ensure what the MEA called
“dignity, peace, equality and justice” for Tamils; they
suffered devastating losses during the three decades of
war and remain less prosperous than the rest of the Is-
land country. While a war can be won in a defined and
short span, winning the peace and healing people is an
extended process that takes decades, a process that In-
dia will follow closely in Sri Lanka.

Terror in London

Efforts to stop lone-wolf attacks must use
community leaders, deradicalisation plans
he knife attack on Friday near London Bridge
Tthat killed two and injured three others is yet
another reminder of the threat lone-wolf assaults
pose to public security. The attacker, Usman Khan, who
was born in the U.K. to immigrants from Pakistan-held
Kashmir, was a convicted terrorist. He was released in
December 2018 with conditions after serving half his
jail term. On Friday, Khan was attending a prisoner reh-
abilitation programme at Fishmongers’ Hall, a historic
building on the northern end of London Bridge. Wear-
ing a fake explosive vest, he first threatened to blow up
the building and then went on a killing spree. He was
driven out of the hall by members of the public and was
later shot dead by the police. This is the latest in a series
of terror attacks the U.K., especially London, has seen
in recent years. In June 2017, terrorists had rammed a
van into pedestrians on the Bridge and stabbed people
in nearby bars and restaurants. In the same month, a
van ran into pedestrians outside a London mosque. In
May that year, a suicide bomber killed 22 concert-goers
in Manchester. With the latest attack, which the Islamic
State has claimed responsibility for, Khan at least suc-
ceeded in keeping the threat of terror to London alive.
While radicalisation is the primary problem, Friday’s
attack also points to security, intelligence and systemic
failures. While the British intelligence is often credited
for foiling dozens of terrorist attacks since the 2005
London train bombings that killed 56, less sophisticat-
ed, less coordinated, often lone-wolf attacks are on the
rise. Usman was convicted in 2012 for being part of an
al-Qaeda-linked plot to bomb the London Stock Ex-
change. He was sentenced under the imprisonment for
public protection (IPP) programme, which allowed the
authorities to keep him, or convicts considered a threat
to the public, in prison indefinitely. But when the Con-
servative-Liberal government withdrew the IPP, he got
the verdict overturned and was sentenced to 16 years.
Under the automatic early release scheme, he was freed
in 2018 with an electronic tag and supposed to be mon-
itored. But the police still could not prevent the knife at-
tack. And with hardly two weeks to go before the parlia-
mentary election, both Labour and the Tories have
taken the issue to the political battle and promised to
address the systemic issues — making policing more effi-
cient and reviewing the early release scheme. While
these could take time and are up to the next govern-
ment, what is needed is a good counter-terror plan to
tackle both extremism among youth and prevent lone-
wolf attacks that often go undetected. For this, state
agencies need to work with civil society groups as well
as community leaders and have deradicalisation pro-
grammes. There is no one-stop solution to terrorism.

Taking stock of the anti-A

S fight

The slowdown, which places targets out of reach, calls for a renewal of political commitment, finances and engagement

K. SRINATH REDDY

he Sustainable Development
TGoals (SDG), adopted by

member countries of the Un-
ited Nations in 2015, set a target of
ending the epidemics of AIDS, Tu-
berculosis and Malaria by 2030
(SDG 3.3). The key indicator cho-
sen to track progress in achieving
the target for HIV-AIDS is “the
number of new HIV infections per
1,000 uninfected population, by
sex, age and key populations”. In
the terminology of HIV prevention
and control, the phrase “key pop-
ulations” refers to: men who have
sex with men; people who use in-
jected drugs; people in prisons
and other closed settings; sex
workers and their clients, and
transgender persons.

Bridging gaps

In order to infuse energy and ur-
gency into global efforts to combat
HIV-AIDS and complement the
prevention target set by the SDGs,
an ambitious treatment target was
also adopted through UNAIDS, the
lead UN agency that coordinates
the battle against HIV. The “90-90-
90~ target stated that by 2020,
90% of those living with HIV will
know their HIV status, 90% of all
people with diagnosed HIV infec-
tion will receive sustained anti-re-
troviral therapy and 90% of all pe-
ople on such therapy will have
viral suppression. The gaps in de-
tection, initiation of drug therapy
and effective viral control were to
be bridged to reduce infectivity,
severe morbidity and deaths from
undetected and inadequately
treated persons already infected

with HIV, even as prevention of
new infections was targeted by
SDG 3.3.

Where are we, at the end of
2019, on the road to the 2020 and
2030 targets? While much success
has been achieved in the past 20
years in the global battle against
AIDS, there has been a slowdown
in progress which seems to place
the targets out of reach. There has
to be a fresh surge of high-level
political commitment, financial
support, health system thrust, pu-
blic education, civil society en-
gagement and advocacy by affect-
ed groups — all of which were part
of the recipe for rapid progress in
the early part of this century.

High and low points

It is the confluence of those ingre-
dients that made it possible for the
world to achieve a reduction in
new HIV infections by 37% bet-
ween 2000 and 2018. HIV-related
deaths fell by 45%, with 13.6 mil-
lion lives saved due to Anti-Retro-
viral Therapy (ART). Not only were
effective drugs developed to com-
bat a disease earlier viewed as an
inescapable agent of death but
they also became widely available
due to generic versions generously
made available by Indian generic
manufacturers, led by the intrepid
Yusuf Hamied. A rush of public
and private financing flowed forth
in a world panicked by the pan-
demic. Ignorance and stigma were
vigorously combated by coalitions
of HIV-affected persons who were
energetically supported by en-
lightened sections of civil society
and the media. Never before had
the world of global health resonat-
ed so readily to the rallying cry for
adopting a rights-based approach
and assuring access to life-saving
treatments. According to a recent
report by UNAIDS, of the 38 mil-
lion persons now living with HIV,
24 million are receiving ART, as
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compared to only 7 million nine
years ago.

Why then the concern now? At
the end of 2018, while 79% of all
persons identified as being infect-
ed by HIV were aware of the fact,
62% were on treatment and only
53% had achieved viral suppres-
sion — falling short of the 90-90-90
target set for 2020. Due to gaps in
service provision, 770,000 HIV-af-
fected persons died in 2018 and 1.7
million persons were newly affect-
ed. There are worryingly high
rates of new infection in several
parts of the world, especially
among young persons. Only 19
countries are on track to reach the
2030 target. While improvements
have been noted in eastern and
southern Africa, central Asia and
eastern Europe have had a set-
back, with more than 95% of the
new infections in those regions oc-
curring among the ‘key popula-
tions’. Risk of acquiring HIV infec-
tion is 22 times higher in
homosexual men and intravenous
drug users, 21 times higher in in
sex workers and 12 times more in
transgender persons.

Complacency, new factors

There are several reasons for the
slowdown in progress. The suc-
cess achieved in the early part of
this century, through a deter-
mined global thrust against the
global threat, led to a complacent
assumption of a conclusive victo-
ry. The expanded health agenda in
the SDGs stretched the resources
of national health systems, even as

global funding streams started
identifying other priorities. Im-
proved survival rates reduced the
fear of what was seen earlier as
dreaded death and pushed the dis-
ease out of the headlines. The in-
formation dissemination blitz that
successfully  elevated public
awareness on HIV prevention did
not continue to pass on the risk-re-
lated knowledge and strong mes-
saging on prevention-oriented be-
haviours to a new generation of
young persons. Vulnerability of
adolescent girls to sexual exploita-
tion by older men and domineer-
ing male behaviours inflicting HIV
infection on unprotected women
have been seen as factors contri-
buting to new infections in Africa.

Even the improved survival
rates in persons with HIV bring
forth other health problems that
demand attention. Risk factors for
cardiovascular disease are high
among survivors as they age, with
anti-retroviral drugs increasing
the risk of atherosclerosis. Other
infectious diseases, such as tuber-
culosis can co-exist and cannot be
addressed by a siloed programme.
Mental health disorders are a chal-
lenge in persons who are on life-
long therapy for a serious disease
that requires constant monitoring
and often carries stigma.

Need for vigil in India

The Indian experience has been
more positive but still calls for con-
tinued vigilance and committed
action. HIV-related deaths de-
clined by 71% between 2005 and
2017. HIV infection now affects 22
out of 10,000 Indians, compared
to 38 out of 10,000 in 2001-03. In-
dia has an estimated 2.14 million
persons living with HIV and re-
cords 87,000 estimated new infec-
tions and 69,000 AIDS-related
deaths annually. Nine States have
rates higher than the national pre-
valence figure. Mizoram leads with

[n telecom, time to send the right signals

The government needs t

o
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merely seven million tele-

phones with a waiting time of
seven to eight years to get a con-
nection. The simple reason was
that the cost of installing a landline
telephone was too high and the re-
quired average revenue per user
(ARPU) just to break even was
31,250 per month, which was too
high for most Indians at that time.

Indian telecom grew at a slow
pace through government budgets
and subsidies. It is in this context
that wireless telephony was intro-
duced. This would bring down the
capital cost, make telephones af-
fordable in India, would be easier
to install and bring in private in-
vestments for a potentially profita-
ble business.

In the early 1990s, India had

Rapid growth
The results have been nothing
short of dramatic. The telecommu-
nications sector has grown at a ra-
pid pace, riding on a virtuous cy-
cle of growing demand and
increasing competition that has
pushed down prices to levels not
seen anywhere else in the world.
Today, the sector is at a turning
point. The troubles of today are
rooted in the fast-paced growth of
yesterday and regulation that in-
creased tele-density by pushing
down ARPUs. This drove business-
es to work with a single mind focus
on consumer acquisition as the
base of users ballooned. It is im-
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portant to take a historic look if
one is to understand the imbroglio
of today.

The first telecom auctions for
private players were in 1995. The
financial bids were unbelievably
high; some international consul-
tants proposed large licence fees
without understanding Indian af-
fordability. As the dust settled, the
winners realised that the bids
were economically unsustainable.
Several legal ploys were used to
stop the payment against bids, cas-
es multiplied, and the telecom
dream was stillborn. In 1999,
when Atal Bihari Vajpayee became
Prime Minister, a group of telecom
academics and professionals ad-
vised him that the only way out of
this imbroglio was to cancel the li-
cence fees due to the government
and introduce the “revenue share”
model. He was worried that he
would be accused of selling the
country and causing huge “loss of
revenue”. But this group egged
him on saying that India needed
this bold step for telecom to thrive
and he could do this only in his
first hundred days. The Prime Mi-
nister took the bold step and licen-
sees were offered an option to
switch to revenue-share instead of
upfront licence fees.

This bold step got mobile tele-
phony going. The installation cost
of wireless telephony was less
than one-fourth of a landline tele-
phone. Low ARPU was no longer a
big concern. By around 2003, In-
dia had around 300 million tele-
phone lines and the urban market
was saturating. Airtel, Vodafone
and Idea, with their GSM mobile-li-
cence, were the leaders. The
CDMA mobile licensees had grown
slowly, stuck with a technology
without a future and could not
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compete. Rural markets required
lower tariff, but the GSM trio were
happy with the urban market and
resisted reduction in tariffs. The
market grew at a slow pace since
then.

It was around 2007 that the
then government saw this imbro-
glio and found ways to give new
GSM licences using primarily reve-
nue-share. These newcomers, pri-
marily Reliance Communications
(RCOM) and Tata Teleservices,
dropped tariffs and introduced
per-second billing. Others had to
follow. The market grew quickly to
900 million lines. Indian telecom
was thriving. The operators were
making decent money, even with
lower tariffs. Till then, India was
using only 2G telephony. Data and
Internet was at very low speed; 3G
telephony was just being intro-
duced and operators were hag-
gling for more 3G spectrum in 900
MHz and 1800 MHz bands. The go-
vernment was periodically con-
ducting auctions since 2010, fetch-
ing large spectrum bids.

0ld versus new players

Around 2013, the Government
made available some spectrum in
the 2300-2500 MHz band. This
was not considered suitable for 3G
telephony then; 4G was in its in-
fancy and there was some concern
about technology standards and
technology readiness. A new com-

o take bold action like it did in 1999; it is critical to have multiple players

pany, Reliance Jio, betted on it and
won the whole spectrum pan-In-
dia through a partner company at
a relatively lower price as there
was little interest from established
operators. Jio had to wait four
years to get the technology ready
and launched the 4G service late in
2016 and caught the imagination
of users. It made voice calls almost
free and offered good quality vi-
deo on smart handsets at very low
tariffs. Others did follow suit but
paid higher amounts for spectrum
in later auctions. Jio has been gain-
ing market share since then. The
older operators have been on the
defensive, facing serious erosion
in market share and profitability.
RCOM and Tata Teleservices have
been wiped out. Vodafone and
Idea merged to just about survive.
Airtel, the strongest operator two
years back, continues to lose mar-
ket share and profitability.

Issue of penalties

It is at this time that the revenue-
sharing agreement that companies
like Airtel, Idea, Vodafone and oth-
ers signed in 2001 has come to
haunt them. The Supreme Court
ruled this October that these com-
panies are liable to pay revenue
share not just on telecom revenue
but all revenues of the company —
sales proceeds on handsets, rent-
ing of their towers, infrastructure
sharing, and even on dividend in-
comes from any investment. Fur-
thermore, they have to pay huge
late-fees and penalties, totalling
%1.3 lakh crore.

While the court has rightly in-
terpreted the written agreement
of 2001, the amounts are enor-
mous that when paid, is likely to
bankrupt these players. The indus-
try is already saddled with debt of

204 out of 10,000 persons affect-
ed. The total number of persons
affected in India is estimated to be
21.40 lakh, with females account-
ing for 8.79 lakh. Assam, Mizoram,
Meghalaya and Uttarakhand
showed an increase in numbers of
annual new infections. The
strength of India’s well established
National AIDS Control Pro-
gramme, with a cogent combina-
tion of prevention and case man-
agement strategies, must be
preserved.

Drug treatment of HIV is now
well founded with an array of esta-
blished and new anti-viral drugs.
The success of drug treatment to
prevent mother-to-child transmis-
sion, pre-exposure prophylaxis
(PrEP) and post-exposure prophy-
laxis (PEP), and male circumci-
sion, especially among MSM popu-
lation, is well-documented. Given
the wide diversity of the HIV virus
strains, development of a vaccine
has been highly challenging but a
couple of candidates are in early
stage trials. However, mere techni-
cal innovations will not win the
battle against HIV-AIDS. Success in
our efforts to reach the 2030 tar-
get calls for resurrecting the com-
bination of political will, profes-
sional skill and wide ranging
pan-society partnerships that cha-
racterised the high tide of the glo-
bal response in the early part of
this century. The theme of the
World AIDS day this year (“Ending
the HIV/AIDS Epidemic: Commun-
ity by Community) is a timely re-
minder that community wide coa-
litions are needed even as highly
vulnerable sections of the com-
munity are targeted for protection
in the next phase of the global res-
ponse.

K. Srinath Reddy is President, Public
Health Foundation of India, and author of
‘Make in India: Reaching a Billion Plus’.
The views expressed are personal

7 lakh crore. Once again India is
faced with the prospect of a tele-
com monopoly or duopoly. Furth-
er, except that it says so in a con-
tract, it makes little sense to pay
revenue share to the government
on unrelated businesses. If the op-
erators ever thought otherwise,
they would have hived off these
businesses to a sister company as
many have done since then.

It is precisely in such a preca-
rious situation, that the govern-
ment needs to act, just like it did in
1999. They could offer the opera-
tors payment of principal in instal-
ments and waive off interest and
penalties. It is critical for the na-
tion to have multiple players com-
pete in telecom services. Besides,
the time has come to relook the
role of telecom in the country. The
Prime Minister has rightly empha-
sised the role digital connectivity
plays in society. If India is to reap
the benefit of being fully digital,
government’s taxes and earnings
from telecom should be limited.
Today, in addition to corporate
taxes, the government’s telecom
revenue includes Goods and Ser-
vices Tax, spectrum auction, reve-
nue share as licence fees, amount-
ing to about 30% of customer bill.
The government should not look
at the telecom sector primarily as
a revenue-earner. The money
could be better spent by operators
to improve today’s average ser-
vice-quality. This would help tele-
com reach the remotest parts of
the country and the service needs
to continue to be affordable.

Ashok Jhunjhunwala, a Padma Shri for
his work on wireless telephony, is a
Professor at IIT Madras and has advised
the government on the telecom sector in
the past. Through The Billion Press

Toread more letters

How safe?

India is a study in contrasts
— it attempts to address
rising aspirations by
bringing women on a par
with men in terms of
participation in society, the
economy and political
spheres. At the other end,
there has hardly been any
progress in making India a
safe place for women.
Incidents of rape and
harassment are being
reported every other day,
bringing shame to the
nation. What is worrying is
growing apathy. Small steps
need to be made standard
across India — active
policing at public places is
one. There also needs to be

a better police response
time. Behavioural change
and gender sensitisation
programmes should be
conducted in schools.

ROHAN DIXIT,
New Delhi

= The monstrous incident of
the rape and murder of a
young woman in Hyderabad
has undoubtedly shocked the
nation. Special fast track
courts are essential to render
speedy justice to survivors
and their families. That the
wheels of justice usually
move slowly is obvious from
the fact that those involved
in the Nirbhaya case are yet
to undergo extreme
punishment. Measures to

help women such as
imparting physical self-
defence training, in all
schools and colleges, need to
be up immediately taken.
Another idea would also be
looking at arming women
with mild chemical sprays
which could help give them
time to seek police help after
immobilising their attackers.

A. MOHAN,
Chennai

Reviving Air India

While the government is on
the look out for an interested
buyer for Air India and new
capital infusion to revive the
airline has proved
“ineffective, it is time that
the authorities find able

managers to turn things
around. People with job
experience in managerial
positions in private airlines
must be engaged to manage
the debt-stricken airline and
with absolute autonomy. Air
India is most often the face of
India and we cannot portray
a poor image of the country
even before travellers land
on our soil (Editorial page,
“Making Air India’s
disinvestment work”,
December 2).

SOURJYA RAy,
Kolkata

In print and the reality
The article, “The
fountainhead of India’s
economic vitality” (OpEd,

December 2), comes at a
time when the economy is in
a tailspin, unemployment is
at a record high, and
industries are struggling to
survive in general, the selling
of some profit-making public
sector units... the list can be
endless. . Whatever facts and
figures the writer has
provided may be good to
look at in print, but the
reality is that the life of the
common man is stressful.
Talk of a $5-trillion economy
is good to hear, but blunders

online, scan the QR code

such as demonetisation have
almost destroyed the
informal sector. It may not
be out of place to mention
here the important poll
promise in 2014 — two crore
new jobs every year. The
article brazenly depicts
innumerable positives of
which nothing is tangible.

G.B. SIVANANDAM,
Coimbatore
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CORRECTIONS & CLARIFICATIONS:

In the report titled “BJP puts up a brave face amid tribal
discomfort” (Dec. 2, 2019), there was an erroneous reference to 22
ST reserved seats. It should have been 28.
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