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T
ill the 95thminute of Germany’s
group game against Sweden, the
scoreremained1-1.Whichmeant
that the defending champions
would be eliminated before the

WorldCupenteredtheknockoutstage.Ger-
many,oneof the favourites,whohavewon
the tournament four times,andhavenever
fallenbefore the semi final in this century,
were on the brink. They had been stunned
byMexico intheir firstgame.Andnowthey
were beingheld 1-1 bySweden.
Then,of course,GermanydidwhatGer-

many do best: escapology. Toni Krooswas
theirHoudinion thenight.Thechampions
won2-1.ButtherewouldbenosecondHoud-
ini act. In Germany’s final group game
againstSouthKorea, thescorestayedgoal-
less for91minutes.ThenSouthKoreadid to
GermanywhatGermanydosooften tooth-
ers. They scored in the dying minutes.
Twice. For the first time in 80 years, Ger-
many had been knocked out in the first
roundof aWorldCup.

first quarter of 2018, there has been an
increaseinpostsrelatedtographicviolence.
Ofevery10,000views, 22 to27wereviewsof
content containing graphic violence.
Theimportant thing is thatchangeispos-

sible.Sustainedadvocacyandactioncould
have a transformative effect, countering
onlinerisks,andoptimisingthepotentialof
the Internet to empower individuals and
promotepeace.Priority interventionsinthe
Indiancontextcould includethecreationof
morepartnerships topromoteonlinechild
safety and sustained research on the sub-
ject. At Unicef and Unesco, we believe it is
critical tomobilise parents, teachers, civil
society, techcompanies,and,ofcourse,gov-
ernment leaders around a platform that
addressesmultiplerisksandprovidessolu-
tions. It is imperative too thatwerecognise
that theyoungarechangeagentsandequal
partnersinpeacebuildinganddevelopment.
Finally, responding toaneedarticulated

by young people globally, substantial
investments must be made in media and
informationliteracy,andthe inculcationof
critical thinking as a 21st-century skill.
Improved knowledge, skills and attitudes
amongchildrenandtheyoungmayproveto
be the single most effective antidote to
onlineradicalisationandsexualabuse,and
a catalyst for the promotion of social har-
mony.

Yasmin Ali Haque is the Unicef representative for
India. Eric Falt is director and Unesco Representative of
the UNESCO Cluster Office for India, Bangladesh, Bhu­

tan, Nepal, the Maldives, and Sri Lanka
The views expressed are personal

n There is also enough evidence to show that the Internet and social media play a part in the
radicalisation of children and the young GETTY IMAGES

Indiamustmakeonline
childsafetyapriority
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Endingmaternaldeaths
requiresacollectiveeffort
The country has registered a 77% decline in MMR
from 1990 to 2015, compared to 44%worldwide

eryandensuringthatskilledbirthattend-
antsdelivereverychildis imperative.The
dayofbirth is the riskiestday forboth the
motherandthenewborn,withnearlyhalf
of thematernaldeathsand40%of theneo-
natal deaths occurringwithin 24hours of
birth.Adecadeago,a littlemorethanhalf
of all birthswere happening at home, but
theintroductionofconditionalcashtrans-
fers for institutional deliveries has led to
morethaneightoutof10 womendelivering
atahealthcentre.
With close to 21 million women now

delivering inhealth facilities, it is critical
forustoensurethatcoverageisbackedup
byqualityandcare.Sensitivetothesechal-
lenges, thegovernmentlaunchedtheLaQ-
shya initiative for labour-roomquality of
care improvement. Advancing from the
MMRof130per100,000in2015totheglobal
SDG target of below 70 per 100,000, will
require a strong focus on quality as envi-
sioned under the LaQshya initiative.
Ensuring adequate and trained human
resources is equally critical. The human
resource packages are being made more
attractive and flexible to get gynaecolo-
gists, anaesthetists and paediatricians to
serve in theremotestdistricts.
Another challenge is to provide skilled

birthattendantsandasafepairofhandsfor
the50lakhpregnantwomenstilldelivering
at home. Training packages such as Life
SavingAnaesthesiaSkills,Comprehensive
and Basic Emergency Obstetric Care,
DakshandDakshatatrainings forquality
intrapartumcarehavebeenimplemented.
TheJananiShishuSurakshaKaryakram
(JSSK),whichprovidesfreetransportand
caretopregnantwomenduringchildbirth,
and a cash support of ₹5,000 to pregnant
womenfornutritionandpartialwagecom-
pensation under the Pradhan Mantri
MatruVandanaYojana, are initiatives to
encourageaccessto institutionaldelivery
towomenfromthepoorestquintilehouse-
holds.
Ending preventable maternal deaths

requires a collective effort. Following
Prime Minister Modi urging the private
sectorinhisradioaddress,MannkiBaat,to
supplement theeffortsof thegovernment
under the Pradhan Mantri Surakshit
MatritvaAbhiyanbyproviding freeante-
natalcaretopregnantwomenonthe9thof
everymonth,morethan1.25croreantena-
tal checkups have been conducted and
nearly 6 lakhhigh-risk pregnancies have
been identified. It’s said that good is not
good if better is possible, but with strong
central leadership, intensecommitments
ofstates,andthetirelesseffortsofmillions
ofhealthworkers,Indiawillgivetheworld
anewheadline in theSDGera.

JPNadda is Unionminister of health and
family welfare

The views expressed are personal

I
f you read the biography of any great
man, you will always notice his
mother’s contribution in his
progress”,saidPrimeMinisterNaren-

draModi, who has been pushing us all to
workforwomen,especiallymothers,since
forming the government in 2014. Imple-
menting policies and programmes that
benefitwomenand,mostimportantly,save
theirhealthandliveshaveyieldedresults
and lowered Maternal Mortality Ratio
(MMR)inthecountry.Accordingtothelat-
estSampleRegistrationSystem(SRS)data
releasedearlierthismonth,India’sMater-
nal Mortality Ratio stands at 130/100,000
live births, a decline of 37 points from
167/1,000 livebirths in2011-13.
In2000,whencountriesacrosstheworld

joinedhandstocommittowardsachieving
theUnitedNations’MillenniumDevelop-
mentGoals(MDGs)by2015,India’sshareof
maternaldeathswasnearlyaquarterofthe
globalburden.
Thenarrativeischangingrapidly,with

Indiashowinga22%reductioninmaternal
deaths since 2013. Thismeans 1,000 fewer
pregnant women are dying every month
during childbirth or from pregnancy-re-
latedcomplications,bringingIndia’sshare
of global maternal death burden to near
10%forthefirst time. India’sprogresshas
beenmuchhigherthantheglobalaverage,
withthecountryregisteringa77%decline
inMMRfrom1990to2015comparedto44%
worldwide. In absolute numbers, there
were120,000fewermaternaldeathsin2015
compared to 1990. At this rate of decline,
IndiawillachieveitsSustainableDevelop-
ment Goals (SDG) target by 2022, eight
yearsaheadof thedeadline.
Bringing change in a large and diverse

country such as India has not been easy,
more so as the acceleration of decline
becomesincreasinglydifficultaswemove
down on the curve. Moving pregnant
women from ‘Huts toHospitals’ for deliv-

WITHCLOSE TO21MILLION
WOMENNOWDELIVERING IN
HEALTH FACILITIES, IT IS
CRITICAL FORUS TOENSURE
THATCOVERAGE IS BACKEDUP
BYQUALITY ANDRESPECTFUL
CAREACROSS THECOUNTRY

established in 1924§ §

T
he Unionministry of human resource develop-
ment(MHRD)onWednesdayreleasedadraftAct
to replace the University Grants Commission
(UGC)withanewregulatorforthecriticalhigher
educationsector.Theregulator—HigherEduca-
tion Commission of

India — will focus on the quality of
institutions.The jobof financial grant
distribution,earlierwiththecommission,willnowcomeunder
theministry’s purview.Thisdecisionof transferring financial
powers to theMHRDhas upset some. On Thursday, the Delhi
University Teachers’ Association said it will lead to increased
direct interferencebytheState.Whiletheapprehensioncouldbe
true, presupposingsuchanactionwouldbe incorrect.
The plan to scrap theUGChas been in theworks for several
yearsnow,necessitatedbythefactthatIndia’shighereducation
landscape has changed phenomenally from the time the UGC
was set up in 1956. At the time, therewere only 20 universities
and 500 colleges with 0.21 million students. Today, there are
nearly28millionstudentsin726universitiesand38,000colleges.
This growth shouldbe enoughreason for the overhaul, so that
theUGCcanrespondeffectivelytothenewgroundrealitiesand
challenges, and also ensure that citizens are skilled enough to
respond to thenewmarket requirements. Ithasalsobeenseen
thatseveralstateshaveallowedthesettingupofprivateuniver-
sities, butmany of themdon’t stick to standards laid down for
highereducation.TheUGC,accordingtothegovernment, failed
to keep an eye on these issues because its entire function is
geared towards thedisbursal of grants rather thanregulation.
Overtheyears,severalpanelshavealsotalkedabouttheneed

for anewregulator. It’s good that thenewregulator’s singular
focuswillbeonquality.Itmustbestaffedwithprogressivethink-
erswho are able to chart out a path that is in keepingwith our
newrealities.Thebodyshouldbestrict intermsofregulationof
institutions that do not adhere to established standards. The
ministry’sjobistobackwithfundingtheideasandrecommenda-
tionsof thenewbody.

WhyUGCmust
bescrapped

Ithasnotkeptpacewithhigher
education’snewchallenges

§

T hebeachtownofDighainBengalhasbannedselfiesdur-
inghightide,attributingeight touristdeaths to theselfie
phenomenon in thepastmonthalone.This comesafter

similar incidentsacross thecountryplacedIndiaat the topspot
with the most number of deaths by selfies — more than 128
between 2014 and 2018— according to research conducted by
theCarnegieMellonUniversityandthe Indraprastha Institute
of InformationTechnology,Delhi. It seemslikewehavebecome
a generation that is incapable of enjoying a holiday, ameal, a
get-together or even a cup of coffee without posting it online,
addicted to the validation thatwe (mayormaynot) receive.
Psychologists in Britain and the US have diagnosed those

withanuncontrollableneedto takeseflieswith ‘selfitis’, amen-
tal illness.Peoplewhogrewup in the1990smayremember the
timewhen families stood together for an annual photograph,
captured by a professional photographer. A decade earlier,
familymembers,particularly insmall towns,visitedphotostu-
diosonchildren’sbirthdays tocapture those lifeevents forpos-
terity. Now, easily accessible and moderately priced smart-
phones with unlimited cloud storage have everyone clicking
photos, deleting bad takes and posting the best ones online,
sometimeswith fake dog ear filters.
Arewe beginning to believe that if there’s no photographic
evidenceofagoodday, itdidn’tactuallyhappen?Doesourneed
for instant online validation outweigh our desire to enjoy the
moment and the experience? The ‘no-selfie zones’ in Goa and
now, theban inBengal,mustgiveusachance to reflect on this
obsessive impulse thatdistractsus fromimmersingourself in
the moment and detracts from our ability to cherish it. You
don’thave toclickaphotographof thesunsetandpost it online
for you to enjoy the twilight. And you can like an experience
without others liking your photographic evidence of it.

Don’t look for validation,
enjoy themoment

Theno-selfiezonesinGoaandtheBengal
banareachancetoreflectonthis‘selfitis’

ourtake

comment

to has grown bigger and bigger. Players
fromcountrieswhichwould earlier not so
much be on the radar of clubs in Europe’s
best leaguesarenowfamiliar, often lauded
figures in top teams in Europe’s elite lea-
gues. On the best club platforms theworld
has to offer, they hone their skills, and
becomebetter.Whentheseplayerscometo
their national sides, they consequently
makethoseteamsstronger.Nigeria’sVictor
Moses, who scored against Argentina to
leave the South Americans on the brink,
plays for Chelsea in England. Croatia’s
LukaModric, one of themost outstanding
playersinthegroupstage, isastaratSpain’s

It has not beenmerelyGermany. As the
knockout rounds begin, this is the most
defining trend that the group stage of this
tournamenthas thrownup.Thebigbeasts
ofworld footballhavenotbeenable tobully
the so-called lesser teams. Onmany occa-
sions, quite the opposite hashappened.
Brazil, five-time winners and another

pre-tournament favourite,drewtheiropen-
inggameagainstSwitzerland.Then,unable
topriseopenCostaRicaoverthecourseof90
minutes, theyhad towait till stoppage time
toscoretheirwinners.Two-timechampions
Argentina,havingdrawnwith Icelandand
been thumped by Croatia, were four min-
utesawayfrombeingknockedout till salva-
tion arrived in the form of a Marcos Rojo
goal. Spain, champions in 2010, and a fron-
trunnerforthisyear’s title,scrapedthrough
against Iran andwere held 2-2 byMorocco
en route to qualifying.
Of the six sides most fancied before the

WorldCupbegan (Brazil,Germany,Spain,
Argentina,BelgiumandFrance), onlyBel-
giumandFrancehavehadpassagesintothe
knockoutstages thatwerenot fraughtwith
tension,vulnerability,momentsofbeingon
the very edge of the precipice and hauling
themselves back from it.
A lot of this has to dowith the globalisa-

tionof thegame.WithatrancheofbigEuro-
pean clubs scouting around the world for
talent, the reservoir of players clubsdip in

The pre­knockout stage showcased the sheer
quality that international football still has to offer

TheWorldCuphasseenarenewal
Real Madrid. His compatriot and fellow
achiever, Ivan Rakitic, plays for the other
Spanish super club, Barcelona. Croatia’s
striker,MarioMandzukic,plays for Italy’s
Juventus. Mexico’s Hirving Lozano, who
illuminatedthegroupstagewithhisattack-
ingplay, iswiththeDutchchampions,PSV.
The two front men of Uruguay (once a big
SouthAmerican power that has of late not
beendiningatworld football’s toptable)are
LuisSuarezandEdinsonCavani.Suarez is
oneofBarcelona’sbiggeststars;andCavani
plays for the French giants, PSG. Serbia’s
AleksandarKolarov,who, fromafreekick,
scoredoneof themostaccomplishedgoalsof
thegroupstage, isemployedatclub levelby
Italy’sRoma.Japan, the firstAsian teamto
beataSouthAmericancountry(Colombia),
have 14 players in Europe. Iran, who held
Portugal andbeatMorocco, have 12.
ThismigrationofplayerstoEurope’sbest

leagues has led to two things. First, it has
narrowedthegapbetweentheso-calledbig
andsmall teams.Thathas turnedthegroup
stage of the ongoingWorld Cup into one of
themostabsorbing,riveting,unpredictable
openingstages inrecentmemory.Second, it
has lifted the overall quality of play. For
some years, the prevailing view has been
that international tournaments no longer
represent theapogeeof football in termsof
quality;Europe’s topclub tournament, the
Champions League, now claims that hon-
our. This World Cup has been a sort of
renewal. It has showcased the joy, drama,
excitement,andsheerquality that interna-
tional football on the biggest global stage
still has to offer.

n soumya@hindustantimes.com

n South Korean fans at Kazan, Russia
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Whenyouarethinking,thecentreofbeingis
headorbrain.Butwhenyoufeeldeeply,the
centre of being is your heart. The rose is
beautiful.Youcan’t say that fromthehead
since beauty is notmeasurable.When the
heartmeetswith the rose, beauty flowers.
Similarly, when your heart comes in deep
contact with God, bliss is experienced.
Beauty and love are the feelings which
emergefromtheheart.
Prayers using only head is a waste of

energy, because the ego cannot meet the
divine.Whenyoupraythroughyourheart,
love emerges from the heart and God is
attained.
Onceasadhakwasdoingsadhnaundera

tree,andaskedsageNarada(whowasgoing
toVaikuntha) to findout fromLordNaray-
ana whenhewill getHisDarshan.Narada
conveyedhismessage toLord,whosaidhe
will getHisdarshanafterdoingpenanceof
numbersofyear’sequivalenttothenumber
of the leavesof thetree.
WhenNaradaconveyedLord’smessageto

sadhak,hewasoverwhelmedwithjoy,and
fell down dancing, drowned in the flow of
love. Just then, Lordappearedbeforehim.
SeeingNarada surprised, Lord said, “Sad-
hakwasearlierwasnotprayingthroughthe
heart.Themessagethathe’llgetmydarshan
madehimsoexcited thathecalledmewith
exclusivedevotion.Andwhoeverdoesthat,
Iimmediatelyappearbeforehiminperson”.

Inner Voice comprises contributions
fromour readers.

The views expressed are personal
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BLISS IS EXPERIENCED
WHEN THE HEART COMES
IN CONTACT WITH GOD
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Mobilise civil society, tech firms and the State to build a
platform that addresses risks and provides solutions

W
ith over 470 million children
under 18, India has the largest
child population in the world.
The explosion in Internet use

andmobileaccess in thecountryhasmeant
that a significant proportion of these chil-
dren are now active Internet users. At the
sametime,avarietyofcyber threats tochil-
dren has emerged in India, making the
online safety of childrenandyoungpeople
amatter of national concern.
Children are vulnerable to cyberbully-

ing, online sexual abuse and exploitation,
theonlineenticement to illegalbehaviour,
andotherhorrificpracticessuchas ‘groom-
ing’orthepreparationofchildrenforsexual
manipulation. Internet dares such as the
BlueWhaleChallenge, for instance,which
hasallegedly claimed the livesof five teen-
agers in India, are another emerging risk.
There isalsoenoughevidence toshowthat
the Internetandsocialmediaplayapart in
theradicalisationofchildrenandtheyoung.
Messagesonsocialmediahaveademon-

stratedability to inciteviolence.Recently,
twoyoungmenfromAssamwerelynchedto
death by a mob on the suspicion of being
child abductors, a suspicion fuelled by an
inauthenticmessage circulating on social
media. Facebook has revealed that in the
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T
he first quarter of the current financial year is almost over, and the
fiscal signs are not propitious. In the Union Budget for 2018-19, the
government postponed the path of fiscal consolidation. The previ-
ous year’s fiscal deficit target had been breached; this year’s target

was set at 3.3 per cent, as opposed to the 3 per cent recommended by the fis-
cal consolidation path. There are now very real reasons to worry about even
this number. It is true that collections from indirect taxes following the intro-
duction of the goods and services tax (GST) last year appear to have sta-
bilised, providing some comfort on the revenue front, even though disin-
vestment receipts might be weakened by the failure to sell Air India. However,
there are worries about the expenditure side that need to be addressed, and
will certainly play on the mind of the Monetary Policy Committee of the
Reserve Bank of India going forward.

Less than a year away from the next general election, populist pressures must
be taken into consideration. In recent years, low crude oil prices have benefit-
ted the government’s finances in two ways. On the one hand, it has ensured that
fuel and fertiliser subsidies do not play a spoiler in the Budget the way that they
did during the second term of the United Progressive Alliance. At the same time,
lower oil prices have also allowed the government to steadily raise taxes and
cesses on petroleum products, which came in handy for bumping up revenue
collection. As a consequence of rising global demand for oil and production cut-
backs by oil producing countries, prices at the pump in India are now as high
or higher than they were under the UPA. This has been used as a political point
by the Opposition, putting pressure on the government to reduce such taxes,
and, in turn, adversely affecting revenue collection.

Meanwhile, fertiliser subsidies will increase. Alleviating rural distress is
a major political priority but, according to credit rating agency ICRA, an
increase of a single dollar in the cost of natural gas raises the cost of pro-
duction of urea by ~1,800-2,000 per metric tonne (MT), while for every one
rupee depreciation against US dollar, the same rises by ~240 per MT at a con-
stant gas price. The rupee is at historical lows against the dollar at the
moment. It is likely that this will increase the subsidy bill by ~90 billion.
Arrears are also building up. Food subsidies and the cost of procurement of
grain from farmers is also increasing. For wheat alone the minimum support
price this season is ~1,735 a quintal, ~110 more than last year; already, wheat
procurement this season is 14 per cent higher than last year and it may
increase further. Concerned by farmer anger in states such as Uttar Pradesh
and Maharashtra, the government has also announced special packages for
sugar that it estimates will cost an additional ~70 billion. This does not even
take into account additional spending on new programmes such as the
Ayushman Bharat health insurance scheme or a rise in off-balance sheet con-
tingent liabilities — such as, for example, LIC being asked to pick up a stake
in the struggling IDBI Bank. Altogether, the fiscal road ahead could get
bumpy. Greater clarity and caution from the finance ministry is needed.

Expenditure worries
The fiscal road ahead could get bumpy

T
he government’s proposal to replace the University Grants Commission
(UGC)  with a Higher Education Commission indicates a realistic apprais-
al of the grossly inadequate regulatory structure for higher education that
has resulted in a visible deterioration in standards. This draft legislation

appears to be part of a stated overarching strategy towards greater autonomy in insti-
tutes of higher learning, including the premier Indian Institutes of Technology and
Indian Institutes of Management. It is also of a piece with the proposal in March this
year to grant some sort of conditional autonomy to 52 universities and eight colleges.
The broad thrust of the Higher Education Commission legislation is to separate gov-
ernance from funding. The proposed commission, the outlines of the Act suggest, will
focus on academic issues, such as course curricula, faculty standards and outcomes,
leaving “monetary matters” to the ministry of human resource development. 

On paper, this sounds sensible, since the fund-granting process of the UGC and the
technical education regulator — All India Council for Technical Education (AICTE)
— has been plagued with allegations of corruption and inefficiency. In reality, the set-
ting up of a higher education commission raises many questions. Setting minimum
standards such as faculty qualifications and infrastructure will be only one part of the
commission’s mandate. Course curricula are the bigger responsibility and it is here that
concerns arise about the independence of the commission as a regulator of higher edu-
cation standards. How genuine will this be? Though institutional autonomy may be
written into the legislation, experience with other sector regulators does not strength-
en confidence on this score. The risk of political interference is, and remains, the biggest
challenge. The propensity for such interference remains high since the financial dis-
pensation will, under the new scheme, be directly under government control. The expe-
rience with the IITs and IIMs is a good pointer in this regard. 

Over the past two years, both sets of institutions have been granted a greater
degree of autonomy in terms of board appointments, fee structures and admissions.
But such autonomy went only so far; in January, the government proposed a new
law establishing a Council of Institutes headed by the HRD minister. The remit of
this council was broad-ranging as it was ominous: it would review the performance
of the IIMs, recommend scholarships for backward castes and such other functions
referred to it by the Centre. The thinking behind this move, which has been vocif-
erously opposed by the IIM governing bodies, is to make the IIMs “centres of excel-
lence” that will award degrees instead of diplomas. Since the mainstream IIMs have
an established global reputation, it is difficult to understand how the establishment
of this “council” will help. The fact is that the creation of a higher education com-
mission offers a tremendous opportunity for the government to take a giant leap
towards fixing a broken system at a time when the quality of human capital is
increasingly determining the success of nations. The United States of America is per-
ceived as a declining power today but it owes its persisting global dominance to a
robust and extraordinarily independent higher education system that has spawned
an ecosystem of innovation and higher research that authoritarian regimes such as
China, which is pouring funds into education, struggle to emulate. On this one
parameter, India will do better to look West rather than East.

Aim higher
Replacing UGC is just the starting point

Some three decades ago, an
American scholar interviewed 66
serving and former judges of the

Indian Supreme Court who served
from 1950 to 1989. He also interviewed
relatives of deceased judges, lawyers,
politicians and court staff. George H
Gadbois Jr then meticulously typed
up the notes of the interviews, which
had lasted from a few hours to a few
days. Some of the judges also corre-
sponded with him. From these notes
of interviews, and other research,
Gadbois eventually wrote two books —
Supreme Court of India — The
Beginnings, and Judges of the Supreme
Court of India 1950-1989.

Gadbois must have been a good lis-
tener, for these notoriously reticent
and tightlipped judges opened up and
talked to him. And oh, how they
talked!  They spoke about themselves,
about fellow judges, about politicians,
about lawyers, and about the state of
the judicial system. To his credit, even
though he collected a large amount of
material, salacious or otherwise,
Gadbois was circumspect about the
material he used in the two books he
wrote, which are scholarly, and possi-
bly the best books on recent judicial
history. Gadbois bequeathed those
typed notes to Abhinav Chadrachud,
who has used a part of the notes to
write Supreme Whispers —
Conversations with Judges of the
Indian Supreme Court 1980-1989. One
assumes that one of the reasons that
the author picked the period of 1980-
1989 was that it partly coincided with
his grandfather’s seven-year tenure as
the Chief Justice of India. However,
there is no discernible bias in the book

as it includes a fair amount of criti-
cism of Chief Justice Chandrachud by
other judges, as recounted to Gadbois.

For the lay person, the book satis-
fies the prurient interest, showing how
judges of the Supreme Court are only
too human, with attendant frailties
such as jealousy, one-
upmanship, casteism
and so on. For the
legal scholar, howev-
er, the book is a treas-
ure trove of material,
giving an acute
insight into what
made “their lord-
ships” tick and, more
importantly, how the
interpersonal dynamic played out
within the judiciary, determining
sometimes the course of legal history,
and also in appointments to the judici-
ary.

There are tales of judges of the
Supreme Court threatening to resign
en masse, of judges who were not

appointed to the Supreme Court
because there were allegations of cor-
ruption, or sexual violence, or some
other shortcoming. Justice T P S
Chawla, the then Chief Justice of
Delhi and an erudite scholar and a
gentleman, was not appointed to the

Supreme Court
because he had
threatened to shoot a
dog belonging to his
neighbour, a
Supreme Court
judge.

Over three
decades ago, the
judges were decrying
the fact that the gov-

ernment of the day sat upon appoint-
ments or sabotaged them in some
manner or the other. The judges of the
Supreme Court told Gadbois about
how there were opposed to appoint-
ments based on caste, or religion, or
regional origin. In 1988, Justice O
Chinnappa Reddy told Gadbois that

“judges trying to please the govern-
ment was the ‘new ethos’ of the
Supreme Court, that this was happen-
ing especially in big political cases”.

The author has taken this material,
done additional research, and has
written an eminently readable book
from it. He also makes it clear that
there are also some inherent problems
with the source material — the inter-
views were not voice-recorded, there
is an assumption that Gadbois was
accurate and truthful, the judges
interviewed may not necessarily have
been truthful or may have been slanti-
ng their tales in their own favour and
so on. In other words, there is a possi-
bility that this is all just gossip that
was recorded by Gadbois. But whether
gossip or not, the book tells a story
that the reader will recognise as famil-
iar. With recent developments high-
lighting the role of Chief Justice of
India vis-à-vis his brethren, the chap-
ter titled “The Fictional Concurrence
of the Chief Justice” is interesting

reading.
“Plus ça change, plus c'est la même

chose” — the more things change, the
more they stay the same. While Jean-
Baptiste Alphonse Karr did not have
the Indian judicial system in mind
when he coined this epigram, a person
reading this fascinating book would
be hard put to deny the aptness of this
phrase when comparing the present
and the past as recounted in the book.

One hopes that there will be fur-
ther volumes of the unprinted materi-
al from the Gadbois papers covering
the earlier periods of independent
India’s legal history. As the author
says in the introductory chapter,
“most of the judges who were inter-
viewed have passed away”, but the sto-
ries are “still highly relevant today”.

(The reviewer is lawyer practicing in Delhi)

Supreme gossip 

As you read this today, I will be away at a com-
mencement ceremony at one of the leading
IIMs this weekend. Addressing an audience of

500 first-year students is always tricky. Especially
since it is not easy to figure out what they’re interest-
ed in. And running an interactive session with such a
large audience is equally challenging. But the director
was kind enough to allow me to
choose the topic. “Please feel to
talk about what you think will be
relevant to them,” he said.

Over the years, I’ve been for-
tunate to have worked with a
bunch of bright, young people.
This has easily been the most sat-
isfying part of my career. And I’ve
no qualms in admitting that I’ve
learnt more about how to manage
careers by observing these young
people than I have from my vari-
ous bosses. 

These days there are many
pertinent discussions about how
to manage millennials — and why they’re a different
breed altogether from the previous generations. Some
of it may well be true. I’d like to believe there are some
universal truths about how young people stumble
and fall, pick themselves up again — and finally set
themselves up for success.

Here are a few lessons I’ve learnt:

The greatest pleasure in life is doing what people say you
cannot do — Walter Bagehot

So it was with N. She arrived in Mumbai in 2002
to be part of my team on a rather short leash. The
powers-that-be at the publication where I worked

decided that I should I try her out for two months —
and if things didn't work out, I should ask her to
leave. She was practically a fresher, having worked at
another publication for less than a year—and a few
months in our Delhi office. She was quiet and low-
key, and it would have been easy to miss the steely
reserve. She simply needed a chance to prove herself.

In the next five years, she blos-
somed into a gifted management
writer, earning the respect of an
impressive network of gurus —
from C K Prahalad and Jagdish
Sheth to Jeffrey Pfeffer and Henry
Mintzberg — who knew her per-
sonally. Today, she edits a global
management magazine, based in
Hong Kong, and two weeks ago, she
won a major award in Europe for
the magazine she completely
revamped a year ago. 

Travel is rich with learning opportu-
nities, and the ultimate souvenir is a

broader perspective — Rick Steves

R came to us as a cub reporter on marketing, retail
and advertising. After a few years, he decided his
heart lay in development reporting. I reluctantly
agreed to let him go for his Masters in Development
Studies in the UK. When he came back, it took a while
for his career to pick up pace. He stayed invested in
ground reporting — something that was fast disap-
pearing. More than two years later, he took a 50 per
cent pay cut to join an online journalism platform
with a 15-month mandate to lead a reporting project
to identify and report on the most significant changes
underway in six of India’s states. That project stretched

on for two years, as he criss-crossed the country to
report deeply on transformational stories that even
local media had failed to spot. His work won him four
major awards. And a book is now underway.

Curiosity is a willing, a proud, an eager confession of
ignorance — S Leonard Rubinstein 

S started his journalism career in Nagpur. Within
a few years, he realised that he had outgrown the local
paper and its crime beat. Many of his seniors had
headed to Mumbai. And he too plotted and planned
how to bag a job in the big city. When he joined our
team, he was eager as hell to succeed. But building a
network in a new place takes time. What he had going
for him was his intellectual curiosity. He read vora-
ciously and widely, enjoyed meeting new people and
loved taking risks with story-telling. Yet, he quit main-
stream journalism thrice, once to join a publishing and
content start-up, and then worked as an executive
assistant to an IT tzar and finally, as part of a content
team in a large Indian conglomerate. I guess the zeal
to tell stories never really died. And each time, he
came back to the profession, richer for the experi-
ences he had been through. Today, he is heading a dig-
ital media start-up within a large media company
that hopes to break new ground with a subscription-
based model.

What do these mini-stories tell us? Young 
people today have an abundance of choice. Yet
their biggest struggle is invariably figuring out
purpose. As author T D Jakes wisely said, “If you
can’t figure out your purpose, figure out your pas-
sion. For your passion will lead you right into your
purpose.”

The writer is co-founder, Founding Fuel
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Higher lending for long-term investments in
India would obviously nudge growth
upwards. At end-March 2010 and 2011

growth in lending for public sector banks (PSBs)
was booming at 19.9 and 21.5 per cent (year-on-year)
and for private banks the comparable numbers were
12.9 and 23.9. By March 2017 credit growth for PSBs
was down to 1.5 and has recovered somewhat to
about 5 per cent by March 2018. For private banks,
the same numbers for 2017 and 2018 were 17.3 and
22 per cent (Source: RBI
Financial Stability Report
released on June 26, 2018).
However, the outstanding stock
of private bank loans is much
lower than for PSBs and are
mostly shorter term for working
capital, consumer credit and
less for long gestation e.g. steel,
power and cement projects. 

Fresh bank lending to the
private sector is not driven just
by the availability of funds.
Banks have to be convinced that the credit quality
of corporate borrowers is acceptable and the latter
must sense buoyancy in demand for their products
and services. Currently, it would be difficult for
the many prominent Indian firms whose interest
coverage ratios are below one to access fresh bor-
rowings. A substantial fraction of the high volumes
of lending in the period 2009 to 2014 is a non-per-
forming asset (NPA) today. As a fraction of total
advances, the gross non-performing assets (GNPAs)
of PSBs stood at 13.5 per cent as of end-September

2017. By end-March 2018, the GNPAs of PSBs had
risen to 15.6 per cent. 

In the Nirav Modi case, in which Punjab
National Bank (PNB) has lost ~130 billion, it is
patently absurd that a junior rogue official in col-
lusion with some others could have fooled senior
PNB management and auditors for as long as sev-
en years. It also beggars belief that PNB claims it
did not receive RBI’s instructions of November
2016 to strengthen risk management systems

including integrating their SWIFT
(Society for Worldwide Interbank
Financial Telecommunications)
and Core Banking System (CBS).
Given the outlandish nature of
claims and counterclaims in this
case, the Department of Financial
Services in the Ministry of Finance
(MoF) should submit an explana-
tory note to Parliament and pro-
vide a listing of large volume NPA
cases and where these are at vari-
ous stages of resolution, recovery

or in court. 
Chanda Kochhar, Managing Director of ICICI

Bank, is now on voluntary leave because alleged-
ly her husband benefited financially as a quid pro
quo for ICICI’s loans to Videocon. Venugopal
Dhoot is the promoter of the Videocon group,
which includes listed companies. Specifically, ~35
billion was loaned to Videocon by ICICI as part of
a total loan of ~200 billion. In exchange for this
loan from ICICI Videocon has been reported to
have invested in companies owned by Ms

Kochhar’s husband and then exited at valuations
which were highly profitable for the Kochhars.
Belatedly the ICICI Board has requested former
Supreme Court judge B N Srikrishna to look into
the allegations against Ms Kochhar. If her hus-
band did make illicit financial gains, Mr Dhoot
cannot but be an accomplice. As of now, the
Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) has
not put the Videocon group under sufficient reg-
ulatory scrutiny. 

On a broader note, on February 12, 2018, RBI
made it mandatory for banks to classify loans under
separate special mention accounts (SMAs) as per
guidelines titled “Resolution of Stressed Assets —
Revised Framework”. Banks have been directed to
recognise non-payment of interest or principal
within a day after the due date under the first of
these three SMA categories. According to MoF and
NITI Aayog, as per these recently issued RBI guide-
lines banks have to classify loans on which repay-
ments are overdue by just one day as NPAs. And
MoF has suggested that RBI should not ask banks
to recognise overdue payments from day one. RBI’s
directive has been misinterpreted since Indian
banks are expected to merely recognise overdue
payments from day one and this norm is similar to
practices mandated by the Bank of England and the
Federal Reserve in the US. 

Government’s line on the mounting NPAs of
the banking sector is that it is doing all that it can
to help. It is a fact that due to the current govern-
ment’s efforts the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code
(IBC) was finally adopted by Parliament in 2016.
Further, the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Board of
India (IBBI), National Company Law Tribunal
(NCLT) and National Company Law Appellate
Tribunal (NCLAT) are working overtime to help
resolve issues across committees of creditors (CoC),
wannabe buyers of defaulting companies and orig-
inal promoters. 

Examples of the hoops and loops through which
any resolution and recovery of loans has to be
effected are: (a) the Essar Steel case which is pend-
ing with the NCLAT and the bidders for it, namely
Arcelor Mittal and the promoters of Essar Steel
have been classified as ineligible by the CoC since
they were deemed to have violated provisions of the
IBC; (b) the case of UltraTech Cement and Dalmia
Bharat’s bids for Binani Cement with bank creditors
reported to be favouring UltraTech’s higher bid is
pending with the Supreme Court. Many other NPA
cases are meandering their way through the drea-
ry desert sands of endless controversies over valu-
ation-resolution-recovery and court battles (apolo-
gies to Rabindranath Tagore). To reduce legal
delays at least 5 more NCLTs and 2 NCLATs are
required. Retired judges could be requested to serve
on the benches of these additional NCLTs 
and NCLATs. 

Establishing a Bad Bank would move problem
loans off bank balance sheets on to the books of the
Bad Bank,which would then write these off at tax-
payers’ cost. A better option is for government to
actively help PSBs to resolve and recover the max-
imum possible of their NPAs and move on quickly.
Otherwise, the government would be party to the
exceptionalism of Indian PSBs and taxpayers would
continue to pay for the lack of due diligence in
assessing credit risk and procrastination in recov-
ering huge unpaid debts.

The author is the RBI Chair Professor at ICRIER
j.bhagwati@gmail.com 

Exceptionalism in
Indian banking
Instead of creating a Bad Bank, the government should help PSBs
recover the maximum possible from NPAs and move on quickly
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Whether gossip or not, the
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KC Singh

THE reported detention in the
US of many Indians, including
from Punjab, numbering 52 in
Oregon and 45-odd in New

Mexico, broke as a subset of a more
shocking story. The White House had
approved a policy of separating children,
already over 2,300, from parents appre-
hended crossing the US-Mexico border
illegally. US Attorney-General Jeff Ses-
sions justified their sequestering as a
deterrent against illegal crossing. Anoth-
er Trump supporter likened it to “sum-
mer camps”. When High Commissioner
for Human Rights Zeid al-Hussein con-
demned it, the US promptly withdrew
from the UN Human Rights Council.

Indian immigrants’ saga must be
seen against this anti-immigrant mood
whipped up by President Trump pur-
suing campaign promises, particularly
as the crucial mid-term elections to the
Congress and the Senate loom, which
can negate the current Republican
majority. A judge issued a temporary
restraining order and ruled for
detainees to have legal aid. A number
of non-government groups, like the
American Civil Liberties Union,
offered help. Xenophobia swirling in
the US is likely to dissuade most per-
sons of Indian origin, other than the
grittiest, from comment or involve-
ment, fearing the Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE). Asians
are alerting friends and family that
even legal migrants should carry docu-
ments at all times to avoid any unpleas-
ant encounter with ICE operatives.

What role, if any, can India play? Indi-
an consular staff has been rushed to
seek access. The US will insist the
detainees are being dealt with as per
law, having illegally breached their bor-
ders. The detainees may also compli-
cate the issue by seeking asylum in the
US based on fictional persecution in
India. This argument worked in the US
and Canada, and sometimes in the UK,
when Punjab faced militancy in the
1980s and 1990s. But if resurrected
today, it puts the Indian Government in
a bind. The detainees may have
destroyed their travel documents to
claim their presence in the US since
long, unless apprehended while cross-
ing border. They may also not give their
true names and addresses as the US
then will ask Indian missions to con-

firm their citizenship and seek their
deportation to India once the legal chal-
lenge is lost. Their handlers would have
tutored them that time is their best ally
as the current Republican dominance
of the US Congress may abate, or
Trump may get distracted by other
domestic or external squabbles.

American novelist Philip Roth who
recently died, when asked about the
‘fascist hero elected President’, pat-
terned on aviator and Nazi sympathiser

Charles Lindbergh in his prescient 2004
book The Plot Against America, had
stated that Lindbergh was an imposing
hero while Trump was “just a con artist”.
Trump is, nevertheless, President and
his xenophobic immigration policy will
start impacting diplomatic relations.
PM Narendra Modi having become a
hero of the Indian diaspora with pop-
star events like at Madison Square Gar-
den, New York, in 2014, cannot now
tamely accept that US law is supreme
when legal or illegal Indian immigrants
are held under sub-human conditions.

Ironically, while this issue was playing
out the progeny of Indian immigrants

Nikki Haley nee Randhawa, US Ambas-
sador to the UN and cabinet member,
was calling on PM Modi. She was the
point-person for announcing the US
withdrawal from the UN Human Rights
Council, as indeed the US exiting the
P5+1 Iran nuclear deal. The postpone-
ment yet again of the Indo-US 2+2 min-
isterial dialogue, as she did her rounds in
Delhi, involving foreign and defence
ministers, may be a coincidence. It could
also be the US reacting to India impos-

ing duties on select US products in retal-
iation for US duties on Indian steel and
aluminium products, or pressure on
India to not buy Russian weapons sys-
tems like the S-400 missile system as it
would violate the 2017 legislation: Coun-
tering America’s Adversaries Through
Sanctions Act (CAATSA). The US would
also be wanting India to stay clear of
Iran, despite India declaring that it
would only abide by UN sanctions and
not unilateral US sanctions. The treat-
ment of Indian immigrants perhaps did
not figure in her call on PM Modi, but the
issue may not melt away.

Emigration from India has been the

standard choice of many in Indian
states, particularly Punjab, Gujarat and
Kerala. While those from the first two
prefer Western nations or Australia or
New Zealand, Keralites gravitate
towards the Gulf. In fact, Malayalis
constitute the single-largest group
among the diaspora in the Gulf. Those
without a legal status start accumulat-
ing overtime, having overstayed or re-
entered on false documents, to avoid
cooling-off after deportation. One
study indicates that in the period 2007-
09, the net emigration from Punjab was
over 3 lakh. In 2001, as ambassador to
the UAE, I told the then Punjab CM
Parkash Singh Badal that Sikh labour-
ers were a rarity in the UAE in 1999, but
had begun to increase. This was a poor
sign of Punjab’s economic health. 

Thus, it is not surprising that the
more affluent hazard the extremely
risky illegal route into the US via Mexi-
co or south or central America. Today,
1.5 lakh Sikhs are said to be in the US
trucking business, 90 per cent being
drivers. In 2017, 18,000 Sikhs entered
the industry. The North American Pun-
jabi Trucking Association estimates,
according to The Economist, that Sikhs
control 40 per cent of trucking in Cali-
fornia. The same trend prevails in
Canada. Truck stops now have dhaba-
style outlets. As White blue-collar work-
ers abandoned trucking jobs, Punjabis
filled the gap. According to a US cen-
sus, Asian-Indian population grew from
1.68 million in 2000 to 2.84 million in
2010, an increase of over 69 per cent.
The xenophobia of a shrinking White
majority stems from these socio-eco-
nomic changes. On the other hand, job-
lessness, economic mess and poor gov-
ernance at home in Punjab draw the
youth to these distant El Dorados. 

The recent detentions are perhaps
the tip of the iceberg and more persons
of Indian origin may be detained,
including those with documents sus-
pected to have been fraudulently
obtained. The impact on Indo-US rela-
tions may be contained initially, but
eventually public opinion shall drive
policy. Considering other pressing
issues are cluttering the Indo-US table,
the detainees, like Columbus, having
arrived in a land other than they were
seeking, face a bleak future.

Former Secretary, Ministry of
External Affairs

The hazards of the affluent

Shiv Sethi 

ACOIN was once an integral
part of the people of my gen-
eration. Even now, it revives

memories of the jingling sound of a
piggy bank. When I was 10, my
father got me my first piggy bank
made of tin. The box was fashioned
in the image of a man with a bulging
belly. I would  wonder why the box
carried such a weird name. Those
days Google was not at our beck and
call, and thus many of our queries
remained unanswered.

My mother had a unique way of
involving us in household chores. She
would joyously give us a 25 paise or 50
paise coin whenever we ran any

errand in the house like dusting,
cleaning our cupboard or any other
small task. A small chocolate bar then
cost only 25 paise and an ice-cream
bar, a humble 50 paise.

But today, our dear coin has fallen
down from its prosperous status.
Even a street beggar refuses to
accept alms if a small denomina-
tion coin is offered. Our attitude
toward the coin has also changed in
shopping matters.  A shopkeeper
will often  give you a detestful
glance  if you ask for a 50 paise
back. The tendency is to round it
off to the nearest rupee. 

In my childhood the coin held a
pride of place. In order to pocket it, we
siblings would squabble and vie with

each other for running errands, much
like rival businessmen pushing hard
to snatch a mega project from the oth-
er. Occasionally, we would use it to
buy a snack or small treat, but often
we would dutifully insert the coins in
our respective piggy banks.

On the rarest of rare occasions, the
piggy bank would receive notes too,
as some visiting relatives used to give
money to us before leaving. 

Unlike modern-day parents, our
parents would hardly capitulate to our
demands and never bought us gifts or
toys in the twinkling of an eye. Their
repeated refrain still echoes in my
ears, ‘If you want anything you will
have to save from your own pocket
money.’ I remember  the umpteen

times when I would painstakingly
indulge in the repeated counting of
my money in the piggy bank to
ensure if the fat belly of the man had
sufficient amount to buy me new
comics of Chacha Chaudhry and
Sabu, which I was very fond of read-
ing. I would be delighted beyond
measure when the belly of the piggy
bank would tumble out the needed
money to purchase a new stock. 

In today’s technological age of
Paytms, when we are steadily head-
ing towards a cashless economy, I
wonder how children will under-
stand the significance of small sav-
ings. This digital age will soon has-
ten the complete extinction of the
piggy bank.

With the Indo-US table currently crowded, immigrants’ issue may have to wait 

Thought for the Day

There’s a fine line between fishing and just standing on the
shore like an idiot. — Steven Wright 
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letters to the editor
PSU bank fraud 
Apropos the news report ‘PSU banks
more prone to frauds, says RBI’s finan-
cial stability report’ (June 27), it is a mat-
ter of grave concern that the health of
many banks is deteriorating with the ris-
ing non-performing assets (NPAs). The
situation is a serious threat to the secu-
rity of depositors’ money in banks.
Already the interest on bank deposits is
low. To make matters worse, even this
cannot be fully pocketed by the deposi-
tors since a portion of it has to be ear-
marked as income tax. The reason for
the accumulating NPAs can be traced to
loans given to high-profile people with-
out adequate collateral security. While
politicians wield their influence to get
loans sanctioned, a common man is
scrutinised at every step for the same.
Waiver of farm loans further hits the per-
formance of banks, prompting commer-
cial banks to reduce interest rates. Steps
should be taken to recover bad debts
through diplomatic and legal recourse.

SC DHALL, ZIRAKPUR

Can’t save water enough
Refer to ‘High and dry’ (June 28); the
ground situation is grim, endangering
water availability across the country.

It is the duty and responsibility of
every citizen to work on water man-
agement and save every drop of water.
Recycling of sewage and industrial
effluents is the need of the hour and
all industrial units and organisations
having ETPs and SETPs should be
told to install zero liquid discharge
plants, which can either give 100 per
cent treated water for re-use in indus-
try, or convert it into potable water in
case of SETPs. Also, rainwater har-
vesting pits should be made mandato-
ry for industries and institutions
across the country. The washing of
cars and watering of gardens must be
strictly regulated by the authorities
concerned. If we do not get proactive,
we will be facing a very bleak future. 

SANJAY CHOPRA, MOHALI 

Safety of women
Reference to the ‘driving change’ in
Saudi Arabia; women at the wheel in
nations like Saudi Arabia is a proof
that the entire world is now becoming
more liberal in letting women exercise
a life of purpose, dignity, identity and
freedom. However, on the other hand,
we have the recent Thomson Reuters
Survey which labels India as the most

unsafe country for women, owing to
the high risk of sexual violence
against them. The pathetic condition
of women in our nation is a cause for
concern, but the National Commis-
sion for Women has rejected the sur-
vey report, claiming that the sample
size was too small for a country with a
1.3 billion population. It cannot be
denied that there has been an increase
in atrocities against women. It cannot
be brushed under the carpet as just
another news. Our politicians should
take a leaf out of Saudi Arabia’s bold
moves and introduce the most strin-
gent penalties to perpetrators of crime
against women.  

SHALLU PAMMA, NANGAL

Crash statue
Refer to ‘In MP, crash statue to warn
rash drivers’ (June 28); it is a very
good step to install a ‘durghatna
statue’ at a prime spot on the state
highway to draw the attention of irre-
sponsible and take-it-easy drivers.
Such a move should be replicated in
other states too. Along with the
crashed vehicle displayed, there
should be a billboard giving the sta-
tistics of accidents and fatalities with

their ages and enlisting the causes of
those accidents. The data should also
be displayed at strategic points in
the state capital and district head-
quarters. Negative facts should be
boldly highlighted, which can bring
about positive results.

TEJINDER SINGH KALRA, MOHALI

Trump not friend, not foe
This refers to the article ‘Trump disrupts
global governance’ (June 28); many
caustic remarks may be heaped upon
President Trump, but it is a fact that he
is a world leader and different from oth-
ers, and therefore cannot be dismissed.
His policies are based on the theory that
there cannot be eternal friendship nor
eternal enmity in world politics, as in our
lives too. America may be swinging to
the extreme right, but many parts of that
country are benefiting from Trump’s
‘America First’ policy, tax reliefs,
reduced unemployment and booming
stock markets. Trump is neither a friend
nor foe. It must be impressed upon the
American President by our visiting lead-
ers and dignitaries that a balance would
benefit the US and India. We have rea-
sons to be perturbed with visa policies,
adoption of import duties and trade

curbs, and more recently his call to stop
oil imports from Iran. We must not be
inimical to America, but simultaneously
we need to develop cordial relations with
Russia and China. The US must uphold
liberalism which is the only answer to
this distressed world full of violence.

PARTHASARATHY SEN, NEW DELHI

No holds barred 
Just a few years ago, teachers would
ask students to watch news channels
for improving general knowledge and
news in English to improve vocabu-
lary. But now, the level of news report-
ing has hit the lowest level. Fake news
is on the rise. Screaming, shouting
and insulting people has become the
norm. News anchors have forgotten
what news is really about. The value
system is shaken. Every second day,
someone or the other, including spiri-
tual gurus, are exposed. English news-
readers have given up modulation
and diction and whatever it takes to
make a good reader. They believe only
screaming and scaring viewers is
effective communication. News chan-
nels should report for the country and
see how people can help in improving
the state of our nation. They should

stop reporting for political parties and
serve their own narrow interests. I was
growing up in a beautiful India and as
I age, all I see and hear around me is
disheartening. Never before was so
much noise made about religion.
Politicians should know that they are
being paid from the hard-earned pub-
lic money to work in office. They can
leave the worshipping at home.

JIYOTIR CHIBBER, BY MAIL

Chase only peace 
Refer to ‘Kashmir after Ramzan’
(June 28); war between countries
having a nuclear stockpile would
mean total annihilation. Peace,
therefore, should be top priority. Par-
tial success of the ceasefire is a
healthy  sign. Kashmiri Muslims, by
and large, are  peace-loving and must
be handled with empathy. The exper-
iment of the PDP-BJP rule did not
succeed for various reasons. Military
solution and use of excessive power
in a democracy is not workable. Real
power and test of humans is not war,
but to keep away from it: ‘Ek nazar
aesa aangan me lagaya jay; jis ka
saara, hamsaae ke ghar tak jaae.’

BM SINGH, AMRITSAR

The good old bulging piggy bank
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Deferment of Indo-US 2+2
Turbulence in ties or inconvenient scheduling?

IT was a strange way to announce the postponement of the first-
ever simultaneous meeting of the Indian and American defence
and external affairs ministers. US Secretary of State Mike Pompeo

broke the news to Foreign Minister Sushma Swaraj after UN Perma-
nent Representative (UNPR) Nikki Haley touched down in New Del-
hi to soothe feathers ruffled by a burgeoning trade dispute and
attempts to circumscribe New Delhi’s freedom to buy oil and
weapons from Iran and Russia, respectively. The first postponement
in April was understandable — Trump had recently fired his Secre-
tary of State and his replacement was going through confirmation
hearings before the US Congress. The latest deferment lends itself to
many interpretations and — since Pompeo did not elaborate — to neg-
ative inferences about the state of play of US-India relations.

Nothing much could be deduced from the public statements by
Nikki Haley who largely made boiler plate announcements that no
one can find fault with. The 2+2 format, borrowed from the Japanese
diplomatic blue book, is supposed to speed up strategic and security
partnerships. But in actual practice the focus is narrower: all the 2+2
formats currently in vogue are aimed at containing China or Russia
or both. And PM Modi crossed a Rubicon by parleying with Presi-
dents of both these countries in settings that lend themselves to elab-
orate deal making and clearing of the air. 

The US would have rightly sensed that India will be hard placed
to accommodate its security and defence requirements after it
asked India for a complete ban on Iranian oil by November 4 and
threatened its contracts for Russian military hardware. Both direc-
tives are anathema to India because of its long-standing policy of
not putting all its energy and military eggs in a single basket. Trade
disputes and Indian immigration woes are the other irritants. In
this stalemate, both sides need sustained, creative and energetic
diplomacy that gives India the freedom to pick its partners. The
nature of Indo-US ties does not lend itself to permanent estrange-
ment. But the moot question is whether a distracted and depleted
US diplomacy is up to the task.

Pak’s twisted symbolism
Tokenism does not minority achievement make

PAKISTAN now has Harmeet Singh, a turbaned Sikh, as a TV
anchor. He was preceded by Manmeet Kaur, a Sikh woman,
who anchors TV programmes, and earlier by a Sikh soldier.

The turban is a visible symbol of the Sikhs granted to garner con-
siderable attention. It is only in the recent past that Charanjit
Singh, a prominent Pakistani Sikh, a human rights activist, and an
outspoken critic of the Taliban, was killed. Yet, there has been a cal-
culated and concerted attempt by Islamabad to highlight the hand-
ful of Sikhs who have achieved a measure of success. 

While Sikhs are a miniscule minority in Pakistan, Christians and
Shia Muslims are the bigger minority groups which have faced the
brunt of violence; losing several of their adherents in attacks on
places of worship and in targeted killings. Indeed, Pakistan’s record
in its treatment of minorities is dismal, which no amount of renova-
tion of some places of worship of minority communities or tokenism
like this can wash off. It is a systematic abuse which finds sponsor-
ship across a wide swath of its political, legislative and social systems. 

In any society, even one that is militantly defined by a narrow
vision of religion, there will always be some individuals who rise to
prominence in spite of all the hurdles that they face. There will always
be someone like Rana Bhagwandas who became an acting chief jus-
tice of the Supreme Court of Pakistan. It is the manner in which the
ordinary members of minorities are treated that defines a society.
Pakistan as envisaged by its founder Mohammad Ali Jinnah was a
democracy, even as there is debate whether he wanted a secular state
or an Islamic one. However, showcasing minority success stories iron-
ically only highlights the widespread abuse of minorities in the coun-
try. A turbaned Sikh would be a crowning glory of the state that wel-
comes all kinds of opinions and is open to adherents of all faiths.
Sadly, Pakistan is not. 

The detainees may complicate the issue by seeking asylum based on
fictional persecution in India. This argument worked in the US and Canada,
and sometimes in the UK, when Punjab faced militancy in the 1980s and
1990s. But if resurrected today, it puts the Indian Government in a bind.
.

ENTANGLED: The toxic anti-immigrant mood in the US will take long to dissipate.
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EDITORIAL

Puja Mehra 

O
ur farm policy is so bad, the
proverb ‘you reap what you
sow’ isn’t true any longer. A

bumper crop is no diff��erent from a
drought, for it too depresses farm
incomes.

Good  rains,  excessive  sowing
and the bumper harvest last year
produced gluts in the market that
sent the prices of many crops, and
therefore farm incomes, crashing.
None of the economic tools availa­
ble for protecting farm incomes —
the  price  support  scheme,  the
price  stabilisation  fund  and  the
market intervention scheme — was
employed  to  the  best  advantage.
Quick and precise adjustments to
the export and import rules could
have arrested the price fall by di­
verting the excess supplies to over­
seas markets. But the changes re­
quired  were  not  carried  out  in
time.  Instead,  infl��ows  of  imports
were allowed to go on, which wor­
sened the price situation.

The MSP issue
This year’s Budget promised that
the  Minimum  Support  Prices
(MSPs) would be at  least 150% of
production  costs,  a  longstanding
demand  of  farmers  and  recom­
mendation of experts. Even if the
market prices fall below the MSP,

as they did for major kharif crops
in 2017, the government will pro­
cure the produce on MSP. And if it
does not procure, it will provide a
mechanism  to  ensure  payments,
equal to the gap between the MSP
and the market price, would reach
farmers.

The  intention  of  assuring  50%
profi��t margin over the cost of pro­
duction is to make farming remun­
erative. On the formula for calcu­
lating  production  costs  for
plugging  into  the  MSP  formula,
farmer  groups  and  the  govern­
ment are not as yet on  the  same
page.  But  howsoever  production
costs  are  calculated,  simply  an­
nouncing  higher  MSPs  will  not
raise farmer incomes. The system
is  not  geared  for  scaling  up
procurement.

For several crops last year, the
quantities  procured  were  small
portions of the total produce. Alth­
ough  MSPs  are  announced  for
more  than  20  crops,  noteworthy
procurement  is  conducted  for
three:  paddy,  wheat  and  sugar­
cane (procurement by sugar mills,
not  the  government,  given  cane
must  be  crushed  within  a  few
hours of being cut, or it dries, im­
pacting  sugar  recovery
drastically).

Further, procurement frequent­
ly takes places at prices below the
MSP, as is happening this year, ac­
cording  to  reports.  Finally,  small
and vulnerable farmers usually do
not get paid MSPs at all, as they sell
their produce to aggregators, not
directly in mandis.

In these circumstances, and gi­
ven an imminent general election,
the government is likely to take re­
course to payments compensating
for the diff��erence between market
prices  and  the  MSP  to  appear
farmer­friendly. In principle, it  is
only right and fair that the govern­
ment pay reparations to farmers.
The gluts, depressed market pric­
es and mounting farmer losses are
a direct consequence of  the mal­
function in agri­pricing policies.

But price diff��erential payments,
no matter what mechanism is used
for  calculating  and  distributing
them, would be yet another exam­
ple of economic policies  that get
drafted purely on political appeal,
without full grasp of the underly­
ing economic principle, and back­
fi��re badly.

Demand­supply mismatch
A set of estimates of the price diff��e­
rential  payments  likely  this  year,
premised  on  realistic  assump­
tions, from agriculture economists
led by Ashok Gulati projects  that
the MSP of paddy for the 2018­19
kharif season will have to be raised

11­14%,  cotton  19­28%,  and  jowar
42­44%, if the MSP pricing formula
of 1.5 times the cost is employed.

A rational response of  farmers
looking  at  this  menu  of  MSPs
would be to sow more jowar in the
next season. The promise of pro­
fi��ts is greatest for jowar. The policy
will unwittingly lead to increased
jowar production. There’s no rea­
son the demand for  jowar would
also  rise.  A  demand­supply  mis­
match would be inevitable which
would send the market prices for
jowar  way  below  the  announced
MSP,  calling  for  signifi��cantly  ex­
panded  jowar  procurement  at
MSP.

The trouble is, pricing policies
distort market prices and send the
wrong signal to farmers on what to
produce and how much. Our inept
policy system fails to correct such
situations, which then spiral out of
control. But if the problem is vola­
tile incomes, the solution must tar­
get  incomes,  not  prices.  Income
support payments, paid on a per
hectare  basis  through  direct
transfers, off��er an administratively
neater, economically  far  less dis­
tortionary and politically more at­
tractive solution.

The Telangana example
Telangana  has  announced  such
payments for farmers at the rate of
₹��10,000/ha (₹��4,000/acre) per sea­
son. The cost projections for scal­
ing up this model to the national
level, excluding the procurement
of  sugarcane,  wheat  and  paddy,
and non­MSP crops, are roughly as

much as the estimated bill for the
price  diff��erential  payments.  For
total  gross  cropped  area  of  1,978
lakh ha, income support payments
would add up to ₹��1.97 lakh crore,
which  is equal  to about a fi��fth of
the total gross non­performing as­
sets  of  the  banking  system  in
March this year. At ₹��5,000/ha, the
tab for income support would be
about ₹��98,500 crore.

The  impression  was  that  the
farmers’ long march to Mumbai a
few months back forced urban In­
dia to reassess its position on the
severity  of  the  agrarian  distress.
But  advantaged  Indians  have  be­
gun questioning the logic of fi��scal
support  for  farmers  on  the
grounds  that  it  is  unfair  to  make
the majority pay  to keep afl��oat a
high­cost,  low  productivity,  in­
come­tax exempt sector that con­
tributes  just  17­18%  of  the  coun­
try’s  GDP.  They  forget  that  the
agriculture  sector  engages  more
than  50%  of  the  total  workforce,
and that agri­prices, and therefore
farm incomes, are not free­market
driven.  They  are  kept  artifi��cially
low, through use of pricing policy
instruments, so that infl��ation does
not erode the rest of  the popula­
tion’s purchasing power. 

The current farm crisis is purely
because  of  policy  failure.  Fiscal
space must be found for providing
income  support  this  year  to  the
most vulnerable farmers at  least.
Over the longer term, there is no
alternative to deep reforms.

Puja Mehra is a Delhi-based journalist

Target incomes, not prices
Income support must be provided to at least the most vulnerable farmers
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I
f there were any doubts about a
‘disconnect’ between New Del­
hi and Washington  in  the past

few months, the U.S.’s decision to
put off�� the fi��rst ‘2+2’ dialogue with
India should put them to rest. The
2+2, as the enhanced engagement
between the Ministers of Foreign
Aff��airs and Defence is called, was
an outcome of Prime Minister Na­
rendra  Modi  and  U.S.  President
Donald Trump’s fi��rst meeting last
June in Washington. Exactly a year
later, it is still to take off��. 

Diff��ering on many fronts 
If the optics are bad, the messag­
ing  is  worse.  Since  January,  the
U.S.’s Countering America’s Adver­
saries  through  Sanctions  Act
against those conducting business
with Russia and Iran, as well as its
decision to walk out of the Iran nu­
clear  deal  have  come  right  up
against India’s interests. India has,
in turn, tightened its engagement
with Russia, China and Iran, with
Prime Minister Modi advocating a
course  of  “strategic  autonomy”.
On bilateral trade, hardly a week
goes by without the U.S. and India
fi��ring one salvo or another. And on
their  strategic  relationship,  up­
graded  to  a  ‘major  defence  part­
nership’ only recently, the two go­
vernments  have  failed  to  make
progress  on  signing  foundational
agreements,  which  in  turn  has
held up talks on defence procure­
ment  and  technology  transfers.
Simply put, seldom in the past two

decades  since  India  and  the  U.S.
rebooted  ties  have  the  two  sides
diff��ered  so  publicly  on  so  many
fronts at the same time. 

Unfortunately, one of the areas
they had made good progress on,
the  U.S.’s  South  Asia  policy,  also
appears to be in trouble. Accord­
ing to the policy announced about
ten  months  ago,  India  was  to  be
central  to  the  U.S.’s  eff��orts  in  Af­
ghanistan while Pakistan would be
‘put  on  notice’  for  its  support  to
terror groups, including those that
target India. The year began with
Mr. Trump’s  tweet  lashing out at
Pakistan, followed by suspension
of U.S. military aid. The U.S. also
sought to “greylist” Pakistan at the
Financial Action Task Force on ter­
ror fi��nancing. However, there are
enough  indications  that  Mr.
Trump’s South Asia policy is veer­
ing towards the U.S.’s Af­Pak policy
of the past with the U.S. engaging
Pakistan to help with Afghanistan,
and India consigned a more sup­
plementary role.

Coordinated contacts
The  fi��rst  indicator  of  this  shift  is
the  increase  in  U.S.­Pakistan  en­
gagement,  in  conjunction  with  a
rapid improvement in Pakistan­Af­
ghanistan ties. In March, the then
Pakistan  Prime  Minister,  Shahid
Abbasi,  met  U.S.  Vice  President
Mike Pence in Washington, and a
few weeks later Afghan President
Ashraf Ghani and Mr. Abbasi fi��nal­
ised the seven­point Afghanistan­
Pakistan Action Plan for Peace and
Solidarity.  In  June,  Mr.  Pence
spoke with caretaker Prime Minis­
ter Nasirul Mulk. Next, U.S. Secre­
tary of State Mike Pompeo spoke
with Pakistan Army Chief Qamar
Javed Bajwa, who then travelled to
Kabul  just  ahead  of  the  surprise

Eid ceasefi��re between Afghan forc­
es and the Taliban. During his visit
to Kabul, General Bajwa also met
the U.S. Commander for the Reso­
lute  Support  Mission,  General
John Nicholson. 

None of these appear to be coin­
cidental,  and  together  point  to
coordinated  contacts  between
Washington,  Kabul  and  Islama­
bad­Rawalpindi.  Admitting  as
much in Washington, Mr. Trump’s
point person  for  the  region, Lisa
Curtis, said that the U.S. had for­
mally requested Pakistan  to help
facilitate the three­day Eid cease­
fi��re. Concurrently, the U.S. admi­
nistration’s  language on Pakistan
with  Afghanistan  has  softened,
and Ms. Curtis said this month that
the U.S. sought to “understand Pa­
kistan’s  own  core  security  con­
cerns  and  ensure  that  its  (Pakis­
tan’s)  interests  are  taken  into
account in any peace process.” 

While  the  U.S.  State  Depart­
ment has called for Pakistan to act
against all groups operating in its
territory, including the Lashkar­e­
Taiba  (LeT)  and  Jaish­e­Mo­
hammed  ( JeM),  its  own  military
actions have left many in Delhi be­
mused.  To  begin  with,  while  the
U.S. has carried out a number of
drone strikes since Mr. Trump an­
nounced his new policy, the large
bulk  of  them  are  on  Afghan,  not

Pakistani,  territory.  According  to
the U.S.­based Bureau of Investiga­
tive  Journalism,  which  tracks  all
reported strikes, American forces
carried out more than 100 air and
drone  strikes  in  Afghanistan  in
2017, and more than 40 till date in
2018.  The  corresponding  fi��gures
for strikes in Pakistan are fi��ve and
one, respectively. 

To Pakistan’s advantage
What’s more, among the most pro­
minent  “kills”  were  leaders  of
groups that Pakistan had called on
the U.S. to target, most prominent
of  them  being  Tehreek­e­Taliban
Pakistan  chief  Mullah  Fazlullah.
His killing in June is believed to be
a direct trade­off�� for Pakistan’s as­
sistance  in  bringing  Afghan  Tali­
ban leaders to agree to the cease­
fi��re, the fi��rst time they have done
so.  In  an  article  in  The New York
Times on  Wednesday,  Mr.  Ghani
expressed  his  gratitude  for  the
ceasefi��re, and the ensuing, albeit
short­lived, peace that saw ordin­
ary  Afghans  and  Taliban  fi��ghters
greeting  each  other.  Extending
another off��er for talks, he wrote: “I
will sit and negotiate with the Tali­
ban’s leader, Mawlawi Haibatullah
Akhundzada,  anywhere  he
wants.” 

While  the  killing  of  terrorists
anywhere as well as the cessation
of hostilities must be welcomed by
India, the contrast in terms of ac­
tion it has demanded cannot be ig­
nored. LeT chief Hafi��z Saeed, the
mastermind of  the Mumbai 26/11
attacks, is now addressing political
rallies in Lahore for parliamentary
elections in which his son and son­
in­law  are  candidates,  and  JeM
chief  Masood  Azhar  lives  undis­
turbed  in  his  Bahawalpur  home.
Last  month,  he  issued  threats

against  India during the Kashmir
cease­ops. 

The Chabahar factor
Finally,  there are India’s regional
concerns  that  stem  from  Mr.
Trump’s  Iran  policy,  which  has
spurred new sanctions against all
countries  and  companies  doing
business in Iran and imposed a No­
vember  4  deadline  to  reduce  oil
imports  from  Iran  to  “zero”.  Re­
gardless  of  India’s  determination
to go ahead with its dealings with
Iran, the impact of American res­
trictions  will  be  felt  in  Chabahar
Port, once billed as India’s gateway
to Afghanistan, and a key compo­
nent of its role in the U.S.’s South
Asia  policy.  During  the  previous
U.S. administration’s sanctions re­
gime, India was able to get a ‘carve
out’  for  its  port  project  and  the
railway  line  to  Afghanistan
through Zahedan. But there is no
indication  that  the  Trump  admi­
nistration  will  off��er  any  such  ex­
emptions.  Besides,  as  India  is
made perforce to yield to the U.S.
on cutting oil imports, the Iranian
regime is likely to look with disfa­
vour at India’s engagement in Cha­
bahar as well. 

Clearly, none of these predica­
ments is new, and India has pulled
the situation to its advantage in the
past.  The  diff��erence  this  time  is
that the India­U.S. dialogue is not
as robust as before, while India’s
planned engagements with Russia
Iran  and  China  in  the  next  few
months may  render bilateral  ties
yet  more  diffi��cult.  Rescheduling
the 2+2 at the earliest opportunity,
in  the  face  of  the  high  stakes  in­
volved  for  both  New  Delhi  and
Washington, is crucial. 

suhasini.h@thehindu.co.in

The deepening disconnect 
Postponement of the 2+2 dialogue has come amid growing India­U.S. estrangement in South Asia 
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Alliance trouble 
Whatever may be the
trouble brewing in the
BJP­JD(U) alliance in Bihar,
the fact is that Chief
Minister Nitish Kumar has
got no other place to go
(“Trouble brewing in Bihar
alliance”, June 28). If he
tries to return to the
Mahagathbandhan, he will
become a laughing stock
and his credibility will hit
rock bottom. He has no
option but to swim or sink
with the BJP. 
C.G. Kuriakose,

Kothamangalam

Reinstating Dileep 
The unseemly haste with
which the Association of
Malayalam Movie Artistes
(AMMA) has sought to
reinstate actor Dileep, an
accused in a sexual assault
case, deserves
condemnation (“Assault

survivor, 3 actors quit
AMMA”, June 28). The stars
who made a big spectacle
of protesting against the
sexual assault of the actress
are now sadly silent. The
trial is yet to reach its
conclusion but the
‘innocent until proven
guilty’ argument that has
been doing the rounds is
irrelevant as the crime is of
a serious nature. What was
the hurry to reinstate the
actor? This case shows how
many patriarchal barriers
exist for women to
surmount even after they
have gathered the courage
to complain of sexual
assault. 
V.N. Mukundarajan,

Thiruvananthapuram

The reinstatement of Dileep
is not just injustice to the
woman in the case but to all
the actresses in the

Malayalam fi��lm industry.
This should be enough
reason for all those in
AMMA to quit the
association. 
Vazathur Ragahavan,

Bengaluru 

Talking of Emergency
While the Emergency era is
a contentious subject, I
remember the common
man seeing a few benefi��ts
then (“Cong. has not
changed since Emergency:
PM”, June 27). Trains
arrived on time.
Punctuality was maintained
in offi��ces. Productivity did
not get disrupted. There
was fear and discipline.
There was more
importance given to
responsibilities than rights.
The war of words today
between the two national
parties over the Emergency
is futile. The BJP is wrong in

assuming that this issue can
be used to attack the
Congress. Having said this,
it is not true that the BJP
has dictatorial tendencies,
as the Congress claims. 
R. Sridharan,

Chennai 

The BJP won the 2014 Lok
Sabha elections by putting
down the Congress and
promising “acche din”. I
am happy that we have a
stable government at the
Centre. However, in
preparation for the 2019
general elections, the BJP is
resorting to the same
tactics and trying to rake up
the past instead of
highlighting its
achievements. Have its
recent defeats in by­
elections shaken the party’s
confi��dence?
J.P. Moylaan,

Kochi

forget (“South Korea
knocks holders Germany
out of World Cup”, June
28). To add insult to the
injury, Germany also
fi��nished at the bottom of
Group F. Though South
Korea has also failed to
qualify, it will savour this
triumph. South Korean
goalkeeper Cho Hyun­woo’s
remarkable saves will be
remembered for years.
N.J. Ravi Chander,

Bengaluru

Arun Jaitley’s comparison
of Indira Gandhi to Adolf
Hitler is erroneous. She did
turn democracy into a
dictatorship, but equating
her with Hitler, a
demagogue who
exterminated minorities, is
idiotic. In fact, the person
who shares similarities with
her is Prime Minister
Narendra Modi. 
Muhammed Vaseem,

Kannur

Goodbye, Germany 
This is one World Cup that
the Germans would like to
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A
quiet but accelerating movement protesting the

savage eff��ects of corporate funding in politics ap­

pears to be under way within the broad swathe

of the U.S. Democratic Party. This week it claimed its

latest victim in the form of Congressman Joe Crowley of

the House of Representatives, whose re­election cam­

paign primary in New York bit the dust when 28­year­

old Alexandria Ocasio­Cortez swept to victory. It was

telling  that,  in  sealing  her  win  she  spent  a  mere

$200,000 compared to his $3.4 million war chest and

won despite this being the fi��rst time in 14 years that Mr.

Crowley,  who  is  56,  faced  a  primary  challenger.  Ms.

Ocasio­Cortez’s win will likely reverberate through the

Democratic Party, and possibly put the Republicans on

notice as well, for it was built on an entirely diff��erent

ethos from the unfettered rein given to corporate Amer­

ica  by  the  Citizens  United  decision  of  the  Supreme

Court in 2010. Ms. Ocasio­Cortez rejected corporate do­

nations throughout her campaign for the Democratic

nomination to the House seat, arguing, “You can’t real­

ly beat big money with more money… You have to beat

them with a totally diff��erent game.” She made it a diff��e­

rent game regarding campaign fi��nance, where she con­

trasted her strategy of connecting with communities to

Mr. Crowley’s considerable donations from corporate

Political Action Committees, and also seized the mo­

mentum on immigration.

President  Donald  Trump’s  “zero­tolerance”  ap­

proach towards undocumented migrants on the south­

ern border has resulted in the unconscionable separa­

tion of at least 2,300 children from their parents. While

the  separations  are  being  vigorously  challenged  in

court, energised progressives such as Ms. Ocasio­Cor­

tez have gone on to call for the abolition of the Immigra­

tion and Customs Enforcement agency, and to join prot­

ests at the child migrant detention facilities. When she

emerged as the embodiment of these multiple strands

of progressive politics, she gained tremendously from

campaign  endorsements  by  Justice  Democrats  and

Brand New Congress, PACs linked to socialist­Democrat

candidate Bernie Sanders’ 2016 presidential bid. Firm

in their rejection of dark pools of corporate money, Jus­

tice Democrats has offi��cially endorsed 58 other candi­

dates, some of whom have registered early victories in

primaries, for the House and in one case for a guberna­

torial race. However, there appear to be more forces at

play than simply this eschewing of Wall Street bucks. In

constituencies such as Queens and Bronx in New York,

and innumerable such neighbourhoods across the U.S.,

a multi­racial, gender­balanced social fabric has taken

hold, replacing an older white­centric, male­dominated

space  that  threw  up  the  political  representatives  de­

manded by the system. The Democratic Party would do

well to look closely at these insurgencies and shifts oc­

curring  beneath  its  feet,  and  adapt  to  accommodate

sparky leaders such as Ms. Ocasio­Cortez. Their oppo­

nents across the aisle are anyway in a diff��erent mood.

Tectonic shift 
A key primary race in the U.S. presents a new

demographic and campaign fi��nance model 

T
he rupee’s troubles just do not seem to end. On

Thursday, the currency weakened past 69 intra­

day against the U.S. dollar, an all­time low. The

rupee, which has lost almost 8% in value since January

1, is the worst­performing currency in Asia this year. It

is,  however,  not  the  only  currency  to  be  in  the  dol­

drums. Emerging market currencies as a group have

witnessed a sharp correction in their value against the

dollar this year. The MSCI Emerging Markets currency

index, for instance, is down about 6% since the begin­

ning of April. The rise in international crude oil prices is

one of the reasons behind the rupee’s decline as impor­

ters have had to shell out more dollars to fund their pur­

chases. India’s current account defi��cit, which jumped

to 1.9% of GDP in the fourth quarter of 2017­18 from just

0.6% a year earlier, is now expected to widen to 2.5% in

FY 2019. This could spell even more trouble for the ru­

pee as the demand for dollars could turn out to be over­

whelming. The dollar index, which gauges the value of

the dollar against a host of major global currencies, is

up about 7.5% since February. The rise in global trade

tensions amidst the ongoing trade war could be another

factor behind the rout in emerging market currencies,

but its impact on the rupee remains unclear as of now.

But by far the most important reason behind the fall in

the rupee and other emerging market currencies is the

tightening of U.S. monetary policy.

Investors  attracted  by  higher  yields  in  the  United

States have been pulling their capital out of India at an

increasing pace over the last few months. Foreign port­

folio investors, in fact, took out ₹��29,714 crore in May, al­

most a doubling of outfl��ow compared to ₹��15,561 crore in

April. Most of  the  foreign  fund outfl��ow this year has

come out of the bond market, which explains the steep

fall in Indian bond prices. None of this turbulence in

emerging markets, however, is surprising. The tighten­

ing of monetary policy by the U.S. Federal Reserve has

traditionally caused the turning of the global credit cy­

cle, which eventually leads to various crises around the

world. It is hard to determine if the worst is over yet for

emerging  market  currencies.  But  the  fact  that  the

American central bank expects to raise interest rates

further this year suggests that more pain could be in

store. The government, as well as the Reserve Bank of

India, which recently raised domestic interest rates in

response to rising external economic risks, may need to

think out of the box to avoid a crisis similar to the taper

tantrum of 2013.

Sinking rupee 
As the dollar puts emerging market currencies

under strain, the RBI needs to have a plan
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DATA POINT

Pakistan attaches high priority to settling all its disputes with
India, especially over Jammu and Kashmir and the Farakka
Dam, said, Mr. Arshad Husain. In his fi��rst major policy speech
since assuming charge of the foreign offi��ce, Mr. Husain sur­
veyed Pakistan’s relations with India, the United States, the So­
viet Union, China and other countries. Mr. Husain said that Pa­
kistan would never accept the cease­fi��re line in Kashmir as the
international boundary “come what may.” He said that bet­
ween  the  United  States  and  Pakistan,  there  were  points  of
agreement and disagreement and a new equilibrium in rela­
tions was developing. He said, relations with China were cor­
dial,  good  neighbourly  and  in  the  mutual  interest  of  both
countries. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO JUNE 29, 1968

Pakistan eager to settle disputes with India
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FROM ARCHIVES

What is described as the most mementous British Labour Par­
ty Conference ever held has opened [on June 26] under the
Presidency of Mr. W.F. Purdy. The Foreign delegates included
Messrs. Branting, Albert Thomas, Wile, Vandervelde and Ca­
mille Huysmans but not Troelstra. An unexpected sensation
was created at the opening session of the British Labour Con­
ference in London, when after the President’s speech M. Ke­
rensky was introduced and addressed the delegates in Rus­
sian. Kerensky, who was received with loud cheers said he was
very much impressed by his reception which he appreciated
as an expression of sympathy towards the Russian democracy
who were fi��ghting for ideals common to them all. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JUNE 29, 1918.

British Labour Conference.

Hiding hand
principle
Economics

This refers to the proposi­
tion  that  a  person  who
takes up a task without be­
ing completely aware of its
level of diffi��culty may still
decide  to  complete  it  be­
cause it is too late to aban­
don  it.  Being  unaware  of
the obstacles that lie in the
way  of  completing  a  task
can  thus  cause  people  to
complete  diffi��cult  tasks
that they would not other­
wise.  The  idea  was  pro­
posed by economist Albert
Hirschman.  It  has  been
criticised  by  behavioural
economists  who  contend
that being unaware of the
actual  costs  of  a  project
can cause people to aban­
don ongoing projects.
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CONCEPTUAL

When social media

rumours on child

abduction trigger mob

lynchings

bit.ly/WhatsAppLynchings

CCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC
CCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC

MORE ON 

THE WEB 3

The Union government has proposed
to set up a network of social media
communication hubs to monitor the
digital chatter of citizens. To be im­
plemented by the Ministry of Infor­
mation and Broadcasting, this initia­
tive came to light when the Broadcast
Engineering Consultants India called
for bids to provide software and ser­

vice  support  for  the  hubs.  The  bidder,  once  successful,
would be required to monitor local editions of newspapers,
cable channels, FM radio stations, and infl��uential social me­
dia handles. Coming on the heels of the Cambridge Analyt­
ica  investigations,  this  proposal  raises  serious  questions
about  the  surveillance  state,  right  to  privacy  and  data
protection.

With the proposed network of hubs poised to cover all 716
districts across India, we are reminded of George Orwell’s
famous words in 1984: “Big Brother is watching you.” Today,
big data analytical tools and machine learning can map user
behaviour and predict trends. The modern­day Orwellian
nightmare of a surveillance state is that the government can
analyse your digital footprint to detect your sexual orienta­
tion or political preference. Combined with your Aadhaar
data, the setting up of a totalitarian regime will be complete.

The fi��rst casualty of this new regime will be the citizens’
right to privacy. In the Justice K.S. Puttaswamy (Retd.) v. Un-
ion of India judgment (2017), the Supreme Court of India
held informational privacy to be “a facet of the right to pri­
vacy.” This case, decided by a constitutional bench, looked
at whether privacy is a fundamental right. One of the nine
judges of the Bench, Justice S.K. Kaul, described privacy as
“an  inherent  right”  and  upheld  the  “individual’s  right  to
control dissemination of his personal information.”

While the European Union is moving towards a more se­
cure data regime under the General Data Protection Regula­
tion, private data and personal information in India are still
exposed  to  serious  risks  from state and non­state actors.
With the most number of Facebook users in the world, India
has  taken no eff��ective steps  to  investigate  the Cambridge
Analytica data leak. In comparison, the U.S., the U.K. and
Singapore  have  triggered  high­level  inquiries  into  Face­
book’s operations. This refl��ects the fact that the present le­
gal framework around data protection in India is grossly in­
adequate. 

The  government  should,  therefore,  focus  on  enacting
tough data protection laws which ensure a balance between
individual rights and legitimate concerns of the state like na­
tional security or investigation of crime. The decision of the
government  to  administer  social  media  monitoring  tools
goes against the privacy judgment and much of the global
best  practices  in  this  fi��eld.  Any  move  to  persist  with  the
monitoring of social media is likely to be seen with grave sus­
picion by the people and as contempt by the courts.

The writer is an advocate and spokesperson of the DMK
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SINGLE FILE

Listening in 
Setting up social media communication
hubs to monitor digital chatter is a
violation of the right to privacy 

Manuraj Shunmugasundaram 
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vendors selling the same,
for  establishing  a  waste
management system.

Producers,  importers
and brand owners who in­
troduce plastic carry bags,
multilayered  plastic  sa­
chets, pouches or packag­
ing in the market within a
period of six months from
the date of publication of
these Rules need  to esta­
blish a system for collect­
ing back the plastic waste
generated  due  to  their
products. 

The Rules envisage pro­
moting  the  use  of  plastic
waste  for  road  construc­
tion,  or  energy  recovery,
or  waste  to  oil,  etc.,  and
think up ways of gainfully
utilising  waste  and  ad­
dressing waste disposal.

The Rules also mandate
an  increase  in  the  thick­
ness  of  carry  bags  and
plastic  sheets  from  40  to
50  micron.  This  would
likely increase the cost of
plastic  bags  and  restrict
vendors from giving away
bags  for  free,  thereby  re­
ducing waste.

Local bodies and gram
panchayats  are  responsi­

The Plastic Waste Manage­
ment Rules of 2016 are the
sharpest prongs in India’s
legal arsenal against plas­
tic.  The  most  signifi��cant
aspect of the Rules is that
they  strengthen the  con­
cept of ‘extended produc­
ers responsibility’ where­
by plastics manufacturers
and  retail  establishments
that use plastic are legally
bound to introduce a sys­
tem  of  collecting  back
plastic waste. As an envi­
ronmentally friendly alter­
native  to plastic does not
exist yet, and plastic is too
ubiquitous and useful, the
country  has  to  move  to­
wards  a  regime  where
plastic  waste  is  treated
and  recycled  rather  than
engage  in  rhetoric  about
banning the product. The
Rules lay down the proce­
dure to do that.

The Rules direct that a
plastic waste management
fee  be  collected  through
pre­registration of the pro­
ducers, importers of plas­
tic  carry  bags/multi­
layered  packaging  and

ble for implementing and
coordinating a waste man­
agement system. Retailers
or street vendors who sell
or provide commodities in
plastic carry bags, or mul­
tilayered  packaging,  or
plastic  sheets  or  covers
made  of  plastic  sheets
which  are  not  manufac­
tured, labelled or marked
in  accordance  with  these
Rules  will  be  fi��ned,  the
Rules say.

The 2016 Rules laid out
that carry bags be explicit­
ly priced but this was de­
leted  via  an  amendment
earlier  this  year.  This
amendment also provides
for a centralised registra­
tion system. The Rules al­
so lay down that any me­
chanism  for  registration
should be automated and
should  take  into  account
ease of doing business for
producers,  recyclers  and
manufacturers. 

The  centralised  regis­
tration  system  will  be
evolved by the Central Pol­
lution  Control  Board  for
the registration of the pro­
ducer/importer/brand
owner. 

CCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC
CCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC

ACT ONE

Reducing plastic pollution 

A look at the 2016 Rules to treat and recycle plastic waste

Jacob Koshy

When small countries like Iceland,
Croatia and Serbia fi��gure in the FI­
FA World Cup, the question I often
hear from football fans is, when will
India play in the World Cup?

As someone associated with foot­
ball administration in this country,
I can say with a lot of optimism that
India can play with the big boys of
the game in the future. It is not an
impossible dream but an  achieva­
ble target. We at the All India Foot­
ball  Federation  (AIFF)  fi��rmly  be­
lieve  that  if  we  move  in  the  right

direction and implement our plan
properly, we can fi��gure in the 2026
World Cup. 

More teams in 2026
My assessment is based on the fact
that  FIFA  is  going  to  expand  the
World  Cup  from  the  current  32
teams to 48, and there will be an in­
crease in the number of Asian coun­
tries from fi��ve to eight. At present,
India  is  ranked  14th  in  Asia  and  I
fi��nd no reason why we cannot be in
the top eight within the next eight

years. Of course, strong
teams with a legacy like
South  Korea,  Australia,
Iran,  Saudi  Arabia  and
Japan  will  take  up  the
fi��rst fi��ve places,  leaving
the rest of the countries
to  fi��ght  for  the  remain­
ing three slots. I think countries like
India, China, the United Arab Emi­
rates, Qatar and Bahrain will be vy­
ing for these slots. 

Indian football has improved and
the  AIFF  has  chalked  up  plans  to
take  it  to  the  next  level.  We  now
have  an  excellent  youth  develop­
ment programme and our under­16
team is a product of this system. It

is  doing  extremely  well
and  we  have  won  a  ma­
jority of the matches that
the team has played. This
augurs  well  for  the  fu­
ture.  Now  we  also  have
an  excellent  scouting
programme in the coun­

try. As a result, we are able to nur­
ture and coach talented youngsters.
The fact that football is popular in
the country helps. 

Government intervention
There have also been specifi��c inter­
ventions  by  the  government.
Thanks to the government, we are
not short of funds. The government

has also invested a lot in infrastruc­
ture development, which was given
a fi��llip when we hosted the FIFA un­
der­17  World  Cup  last  year.  It  is
good to see that football occupies a
pride of place in the government’s
Khelo  India  programme.  The
AIFF’s Centre of Excellence will be­
come  operational  soon  in  West
Bengal, and Chief Minister Mamata
Banerjee  has  extended  all  help  to
ensure  that  the  project  is  imple­
mented according to our plans. We
have also taken steps to educate our
coaches  and  start  new  coaching
courses as we need more qualifi��ed
coaches for our grassroots develop­
ment programme. 

We also want to ensure that our
national  teams  at  diff��erent  levels
share  the  same  coaching  philoso­
phy. We will also bring in more fo­
reign coaches to ensure that players
get  scientifi��c  and  technical  help.
Moreover, coaching will be backed
by technology. Our teams, both ju­
niors and seniors, will get  regular
foreign  exposure.  The  success  of
the  Indian  Super  League  has
proved  that  we  are  moving  in  the
right  direction.  If  everything  goes
according  to  our  plans  in  these
eight years, I see no reason why we
cannot play the 2026 World Cup. 

As told to M.R. Praveen Chandran

Subrata Dutta

is senior vice-president

of the All India

Football Association

Can Indian football make it to the top league? 
YES, NO, IT’S COMPLICATED 

YES If India implements its plan well, it can be in 
the 2026 World Cup 

Every time the World Cup is held, I
get  asked  when  India  will  qualify
for it or be in the big league. It nev­
er occurs in my mind as I know we
are  30­50  years  behind.  Initially  I
used to feel cynical about it but now
I feel it is absurd, almost like ‘wait­
ing for Godot’. We keep postponing
our objective each time we aim to
realise  it.  In  2002,  I  received  a  t­
shirt captioned ‘India in 2010’. The
same target has now been revised
to ‘India in 2026’.

Support for domestic football
Over 14,000 fans have gone to Rus­

sia  to  see  the  World  Cup,  which
shows there is a growing interest in
international  football  in  India. My
question to these fans is, will they
spend  money  to  watch  domestic
football? It is true that international
football is part of globalisation and
everyone wants  to be a part of  it,
but  what  is  lacking  is  support  for
domestic  or  local  football.  India’s
success in the recent Intercontinen­
tal Cup drew some interest, which
otherwise  has  largely  been  local­
ised within pockets like Kolkata, the
Northeast, Goa and some parts of
Kerala.

Indian  football  will
start  growing  when  we
stop dreaming about the
World  Cup.  We  have  to
plan  and  think  20­30
years ahead and have a
system in place that will
produce  players  who
can match the best in the world. Pe­
ople have the fallacious feeling that
in  a  large  population  like  ours,
there is a Lionel Messi somewhere.
But  what  people  do  not  realise  is
that  Messi  is  not  where  he  is  be­
cause of Argentina but because of
La Masia, the Barcelona youth aca­
demy that made him the superstar
that he is. We need to realise that as
football is a very diffi��cult game, it is
even more diffi��cult  for a player to

make a mark in the pro­
fessional  world.  In  all,
210  countries  play  foot­
ball.  Out  of  those,  190
countries have it as their
No.1  game.  It  is  not  like
cricket where  the World
Cup sees only a handful

of countries.

Taking clubs seriously
Are Indian football fans really will­
ing to wait for 20 or 30 years to see
their  own  countrymen  do  well  in
the game? Things were much better
when it was not that fashionable to
be a football fan. Instead of roman­
ticising,  we  must  focus  on  a  sus­
tained youth development process
that will involve the clubs more se­

riously  in  the process. The acade­
mies that have come up have failed
in producing players who can play
at  the  professional  level.  Instead,
most of them have catered to peo­
ple who play the game till they get
admission  in  good  universities  or
colleges. My concern is that Indian
football is becoming more of a mid­
dle­class phenomenon and the low­
er­middle class or the working class
is getting alienated and moving to
cricket, which off��ers a better liveli­
hood in our country. We have few
football  academies  and  they  are
hardly  doing  sustained  develop­
mental work.

Another  discouraging  factor  is
that  while  the  number  of  tourna­
ments  is  increasing  all  over  the

world, the trend is the reverse in In­
dia. A number of big tournaments
across the country have been shut
down or pushed to insignifi��cance.
We need to fi��nd our own solutions,
and  in  a  country  like  ours,  more
number of tournaments will allow
the players to play the game over a
longer time in the season while also
allowing new talent to emerge. 

We  must  remember  that  India
was  an  Asian  powerhouse  in  the
1950s  and  ’60s  and  tournaments
like the Rovers Cup and the Durand
Cup introduced players who would
go on to represent the country for
big titles like the Asian Games and
win gold twice.

As told to Amitabha Das Sharma

Novy Kapadia 

is a sports
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author

NO
Indian football will start growing when we stop
dreaming about the World Cup

Is it a complex process to aspire for
football glory on the global stage?
We  can  debate  this  endlessly  be­
cause Indian football is an enigma.
Given  the  size  of  our  population
and  the  passion  for  this  beautiful
game,  it  is  a  paradox  that  India
can’t even dream of a place in the
world’s  top  league.  A  spot  at  the
World  Cup  is  nothing  but  an  illu­
sion  that  confronts  us  every  four
years. Suddenly, when the best 32
countries take on each other on the
world stage, we are reminded of the
penury that affl��icts Indian football.

What prevents India from claim­

ing a World Cup slot? It is not lack of
talent because I can vouch for the
fact  that  there  are  pockets  in  the
country begging for attention. It is
not  lack  of  enthusiasm  because  I
have  seen  children  play  the  game
on the most uneven fi��elds and en­
joy every moment of the competi­
tion.  Of  course,  that  is  not  to  say
that we give our young aspirants de­
cent arenas to practise their voca­
tion. We don’t. There are not many
attractions and yet we have such a
massive following for the game.

Iceland, Tunisia, Panama and Se­
negal are some of the smallest na­

tions with the biggest as­
pirations to take on the
best.  Watching  them
play  the  World  Cup  in
Russia leaves me tearful,
if not heartbroken. Why
is India not there? I have
tried  fi��nding  the  answ­
ers but the ghost of failure returns
every four years to leave a genera­
tion of players, coaches and admi­
nistrators frustrated.

Who creates champions? 
I have heard stories of how a small
town in Ethiopia produces marath­
on winners, a club in Jamaica trains
outstanding  sprinters,  and  how  a
village  in Punjab gave  India many
hockey  Olympians.  Who  creates

this  culture  of  shaping
champions?  I have won­
dered what is wrong, and
have come to the conclu­
sion that we don’t have a
system by which we can
set up the foundation for
a football revolution. The

complications come  from the  fact
that the administrators lack vision
even as the players strive to do well.
Most plans remain on paper. We de­
mand from the team fl��attering per­
formances without really caring for
their needs. You don’t respect the
game and the players, and expect
gold in return. We deny our young
players facilities but want them to
conquer the world. Is it fair?

Once  a  force  to  reckon  with  at

the  Asian  level,  we  continue  to
plead with the government to clear
the national team for participation
in the Asian Games. Japan and Ko­
rea, Iran and Iraq have left India be­
hind.  It  is  not  diffi��cult  to  under­
stand  that  these  are  nations  with
massive funds to promote and hone
their  game.  There  can’t  be  any
comparison.

Put schemes in place fi��rst
There are certain factors that trou­
ble me. Why this obsession with fo­
reign coaches? We can have Indian
coaches  who  can  understand  the
team’s culture and also communi­
cate  better.  Why  curtail  exposure
tours to help the players grow? Why
look  to  deny  them  what  is  consi­

dered  a  critical  part  of  a  team’s
grooming? When I was the national
coach, I had to often fi��ght for things
like  mineral  water  and  fruits  at
practice sessions. Can you play on
an empty stomach? 

It is not at all complicated to un­
derstand the needs of the players.
But it becomes complicated for the
administrators  who  fail  to  under­
stand  that  you  have  to  have
schemes in place. Look for talent in
schools. Give players social securi­
ty. Insure their legs. Simple needs
require  simple  measures  which
must be in place if you want India to
feature in a World Cup some time in
the future.

As told to Vijay Lokapally

Syed Nayeemuddin 

is a former national

player and chief coach

Though there is no dearth of talent, administrators
lack vision and most plans remain on paper 
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EDITORIAL

Puja Mehra 

O
ur farm policy is so bad, the
proverb ‘you reap what you
sow’ isn’t true any longer. A

bumper crop is no diff��erent from a
drought, for it too depresses farm
incomes.

Good  rains,  excessive  sowing
and the bumper harvest last year
produced gluts in the market that
sent the prices of many crops, and
therefore farm incomes, crashing.
None of the economic tools availa­
ble for protecting farm incomes —
the  price  support  scheme,  the
price  stabilisation  fund  and  the
market intervention scheme — was
employed  to  the  best  advantage.
Quick and precise adjustments to
the export and import rules could
have arrested the price fall by di­
verting the excess supplies to over­
seas markets. But the changes re­
quired  were  not  carried  out  in
time.  Instead,  infl��ows  of  imports
were allowed to go on, which wor­
sened the price situation.

The MSP issue
This year’s Budget promised that
the  Minimum  Support  Prices
(MSPs) would be at  least 150% of
production  costs,  a  longstanding
demand  of  farmers  and  recom­
mendation of experts. Even if the
market prices fall below the MSP,

as they did for major kharif crops
in 2017, the government will pro­
cure the produce on MSP. And if it
does not procure, it will provide a
mechanism  to  ensure  payments,
equal to the gap between the MSP
and the market price, would reach
farmers.

The  intention  of  assuring  50%
profi��t margin over the cost of pro­
duction is to make farming remun­
erative. On the formula for calcu­
lating  production  costs  for
plugging  into  the  MSP  formula,
farmer  groups  and  the  govern­
ment are not as yet on  the  same
page.  But  howsoever  production
costs  are  calculated,  simply  an­
nouncing  higher  MSPs  will  not
raise farmer incomes. The system
is  not  geared  for  scaling  up
procurement.

For several crops last year, the
quantities  procured  were  small
portions of the total produce. Alth­
ough  MSPs  are  announced  for
more  than  20  crops,  noteworthy
procurement  is  conducted  for
three:  paddy,  wheat  and  sugar­
cane (procurement by sugar mills,
not  the  government,  given  cane
must  be  crushed  within  a  few
hours of being cut, or it dries, im­
pacting  sugar  recovery
drastically).

Further, procurement frequent­
ly takes places at prices below the
MSP, as is happening this year, ac­
cording  to  reports.  Finally,  small
and vulnerable farmers usually do
not get paid MSPs at all, as they sell
their produce to aggregators, not
directly in mandis.

In these circumstances, and gi­
ven an imminent general election,
the government is likely to take re­
course to payments compensating
for the diff��erence between market
prices  and  the  MSP  to  appear
farmer­friendly. In principle, it  is
only right and fair that the govern­
ment pay reparations to farmers.
The gluts, depressed market pric­
es and mounting farmer losses are
a direct consequence of  the mal­
function in agri­pricing policies.

But price diff��erential payments,
no matter what mechanism is used
for  calculating  and  distributing
them, would be yet another exam­
ple of economic policies  that get
drafted purely on political appeal,
without full grasp of the underly­
ing economic principle, and back­
fi��re badly.

Demand­supply mismatch
A set of estimates of the price diff��e­
rential  payments  likely  this  year,
premised  on  realistic  assump­
tions, from agriculture economists
led by Ashok Gulati projects  that
the MSP of paddy for the 2018­19
kharif season will have to be raised

11­14%,  cotton  19­28%,  and  jowar
42­44%, if the MSP pricing formula
of 1.5 times the cost is employed.

A rational response of  farmers
looking  at  this  menu  of  MSPs
would be to sow more jowar in the
next season. The promise of pro­
fi��ts is greatest for jowar. The policy
will unwittingly lead to increased
jowar production. There’s no rea­
son the demand for  jowar would
also  rise.  A  demand­supply  mis­
match would be inevitable which
would send the market prices for
jowar  way  below  the  announced
MSP,  calling  for  signifi��cantly  ex­
panded  jowar  procurement  at
MSP.

The trouble is, pricing policies
distort market prices and send the
wrong signal to farmers on what to
produce and how much. Our inept
policy system fails to correct such
situations, which then spiral out of
control. But if the problem is vola­
tile incomes, the solution must tar­
get  incomes,  not  prices.  Income
support payments, paid on a per
hectare  basis  through  direct
transfers, off��er an administratively
neater, economically  far  less dis­
tortionary and politically more at­
tractive solution.

The Telangana example
Telangana  has  announced  such
payments for farmers at the rate of
₹��10,000/ha (₹��4,000/acre) per sea­
son. The cost projections for scal­
ing up this model to the national
level, excluding the procurement
of  sugarcane,  wheat  and  paddy,
and non­MSP crops, are roughly as

much as the estimated bill for the
price  diff��erential  payments.  For
total  gross  cropped  area  of  1,978
lakh ha, income support payments
would add up to ₹��1.97 lakh crore,
which  is equal  to about a fi��fth of
the total gross non­performing as­
sets  of  the  banking  system  in
March this year. At ₹��5,000/ha, the
tab for income support would be
about ₹��98,500 crore.

The  impression  was  that  the
farmers’ long march to Mumbai a
few months back forced urban In­
dia to reassess its position on the
severity  of  the  agrarian  distress.
But  advantaged  Indians  have  be­
gun questioning the logic of fi��scal
support  for  farmers  on  the
grounds  that  it  is  unfair  to  make
the majority pay  to keep afl��oat a
high­cost,  low  productivity,  in­
come­tax exempt sector that con­
tributes  just  17­18%  of  the  coun­
try’s  GDP.  They  forget  that  the
agriculture  sector  engages  more
than  50%  of  the  total  workforce,
and that agri­prices, and therefore
farm incomes, are not free­market
driven.  They  are  kept  artifi��cially
low, through use of pricing policy
instruments, so that infl��ation does
not erode the rest of  the popula­
tion’s purchasing power. 

The current farm crisis is purely
because  of  policy  failure.  Fiscal
space must be found for providing
income  support  this  year  to  the
most vulnerable farmers at  least.
Over the longer term, there is no
alternative to deep reforms.

Puja Mehra is a Delhi-based journalist

Target incomes, not prices
Income support must be provided to at least the most vulnerable farmers
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2018) erroneously gave the Brent oil price as on June 25, 2018 as
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I
f there were any doubts about a
‘disconnect’ between New Del­
hi and Washington  in  the past

few months, the U.S.’s decision to
put off�� the fi��rst ‘2+2’ dialogue with
India should put them to rest. The
2+2, as the enhanced engagement
between the Ministers of Foreign
Aff��airs and Defence is called, was
an outcome of Prime Minister Na­
rendra  Modi  and  U.S.  President
Donald Trump’s fi��rst meeting last
June in Washington. Exactly a year
later, it is still to take off��. 

Diff��ering on many fronts 
If the optics are bad, the messag­
ing  is  worse.  Since  January,  the
U.S.’s Countering America’s Adver­
saries  through  Sanctions  Act
against those conducting business
with Russia and Iran, as well as its
decision to walk out of the Iran nu­
clear  deal  have  come  right  up
against India’s interests. India has,
in turn, tightened its engagement
with Russia, China and Iran, with
Prime Minister Modi advocating a
course  of  “strategic  autonomy”.
On bilateral trade, hardly a week
goes by without the U.S. and India
fi��ring one salvo or another. And on
their  strategic  relationship,  up­
graded  to  a  ‘major  defence  part­
nership’ only recently, the two go­
vernments  have  failed  to  make
progress  on  signing  foundational
agreements,  which  in  turn  has
held up talks on defence procure­
ment  and  technology  transfers.
Simply put, seldom in the past two

decades  since  India  and  the  U.S.
rebooted  ties  have  the  two  sides
diff��ered  so  publicly  on  so  many
fronts at the same time. 

Unfortunately, one of the areas
they had made good progress on,
the  U.S.’s  South  Asia  policy,  also
appears to be in trouble. Accord­
ing to the policy announced about
ten  months  ago,  India  was  to  be
central  to  the  U.S.’s  eff��orts  in  Af­
ghanistan while Pakistan would be
‘put  on  notice’  for  its  support  to
terror groups, including those that
target India. The year began with
Mr. Trump’s  tweet  lashing out at
Pakistan, followed by suspension
of U.S. military aid. The U.S. also
sought to “greylist” Pakistan at the
Financial Action Task Force on ter­
ror fi��nancing. However, there are
enough  indications  that  Mr.
Trump’s South Asia policy is veer­
ing towards the U.S.’s Af­Pak policy
of the past with the U.S. engaging
Pakistan to help with Afghanistan,
and India consigned a more sup­
plementary role.

Coordinated contacts
The  fi��rst  indicator  of  this  shift  is
the  increase  in  U.S.­Pakistan  en­
gagement,  in  conjunction  with  a
rapid improvement in Pakistan­Af­
ghanistan ties. In March, the then
Pakistan  Prime  Minister,  Shahid
Abbasi,  met  U.S.  Vice  President
Mike Pence in Washington, and a
few weeks later Afghan President
Ashraf Ghani and Mr. Abbasi fi��nal­
ised the seven­point Afghanistan­
Pakistan Action Plan for Peace and
Solidarity.  In  June,  Mr.  Pence
spoke with caretaker Prime Minis­
ter Nasirul Mulk. Next, U.S. Secre­
tary of State Mike Pompeo spoke
with Pakistan Army Chief Qamar
Javed Bajwa, who then travelled to
Kabul  just  ahead  of  the  surprise

Eid ceasefi��re between Afghan forc­
es and the Taliban. During his visit
to Kabul, General Bajwa also met
the U.S. Commander for the Reso­
lute  Support  Mission,  General
John Nicholson. 

None of these appear to be coin­
cidental,  and  together  point  to
coordinated  contacts  between
Washington,  Kabul  and  Islama­
bad­Rawalpindi.  Admitting  as
much in Washington, Mr. Trump’s
point person  for  the  region, Lisa
Curtis, said that the U.S. had for­
mally requested Pakistan  to help
facilitate the three­day Eid cease­
fi��re. Concurrently, the U.S. admi­
nistration’s  language on Pakistan
with  Afghanistan  has  softened,
and Ms. Curtis said this month that
the U.S. sought to “understand Pa­
kistan’s  own  core  security  con­
cerns  and  ensure  that  its  (Pakis­
tan’s)  interests  are  taken  into
account in any peace process.” 

While  the  U.S.  State  Depart­
ment has called for Pakistan to act
against all groups operating in its
territory, including the Lashkar­e­
Taiba  (LeT)  and  Jaish­e­Mo­
hammed  ( JeM),  its  own  military
actions have left many in Delhi be­
mused.  To  begin  with,  while  the
U.S. has carried out a number of
drone strikes since Mr. Trump an­
nounced his new policy, the large
bulk  of  them  are  on  Afghan,  not

Pakistani,  territory.  According  to
the U.S.­based Bureau of Investiga­
tive  Journalism,  which  tracks  all
reported strikes, American forces
carried out more than 100 air and
drone  strikes  in  Afghanistan  in
2017, and more than 40 till date in
2018.  The  corresponding  fi��gures
for strikes in Pakistan are fi��ve and
one, respectively. 

To Pakistan’s advantage
What’s more, among the most pro­
minent  “kills”  were  leaders  of
groups that Pakistan had called on
the U.S. to target, most prominent
of  them  being  Tehreek­e­Taliban
Pakistan  chief  Mullah  Fazlullah.
His killing in June is believed to be
a direct trade­off�� for Pakistan’s as­
sistance  in  bringing  Afghan  Tali­
ban leaders to agree to the cease­
fi��re, the fi��rst time they have done
so.  In  an  article  in  The New York
Times on  Wednesday,  Mr.  Ghani
expressed  his  gratitude  for  the
ceasefi��re, and the ensuing, albeit
short­lived, peace that saw ordin­
ary  Afghans  and  Taliban  fi��ghters
greeting  each  other.  Extending
another off��er for talks, he wrote: “I
will sit and negotiate with the Tali­
ban’s leader, Mawlawi Haibatullah
Akhundzada,  anywhere  he
wants.” 

While  the  killing  of  terrorists
anywhere as well as the cessation
of hostilities must be welcomed by
India, the contrast in terms of ac­
tion it has demanded cannot be ig­
nored. LeT chief Hafi��z Saeed, the
mastermind of  the Mumbai 26/11
attacks, is now addressing political
rallies in Lahore for parliamentary
elections in which his son and son­
in­law  are  candidates,  and  JeM
chief  Masood  Azhar  lives  undis­
turbed  in  his  Bahawalpur  home.
Last  month,  he  issued  threats

against  India during the Kashmir
cease­ops. 

The Chabahar factor
Finally,  there are India’s regional
concerns  that  stem  from  Mr.
Trump’s  Iran  policy,  which  has
spurred new sanctions against all
countries  and  companies  doing
business in Iran and imposed a No­
vember  4  deadline  to  reduce  oil
imports  from  Iran  to  “zero”.  Re­
gardless  of  India’s  determination
to go ahead with its dealings with
Iran, the impact of American res­
trictions  will  be  felt  in  Chabahar
Port, once billed as India’s gateway
to Afghanistan, and a key compo­
nent of its role in the U.S.’s South
Asia  policy.  During  the  previous
U.S. administration’s sanctions re­
gime, India was able to get a ‘carve
out’  for  its  port  project  and  the
railway  line  to  Afghanistan
through Zahedan. But there is no
indication  that  the  Trump  admi­
nistration  will  off��er  any  such  ex­
emptions.  Besides,  as  India  is
made perforce to yield to the U.S.
on cutting oil imports, the Iranian
regime is likely to look with disfa­
vour at India’s engagement in Cha­
bahar as well. 

Clearly, none of these predica­
ments is new, and India has pulled
the situation to its advantage in the
past.  The  diff��erence  this  time  is
that the India­U.S. dialogue is not
as robust as before, while India’s
planned engagements with Russia
Iran  and  China  in  the  next  few
months may  render bilateral  ties
yet  more  diffi��cult.  Rescheduling
the 2+2 at the earliest opportunity,
in  the  face  of  the  high  stakes  in­
volved  for  both  New  Delhi  and
Washington, is crucial. 

suhasini.h@thehindu.co.in

The deepening disconnect 
Postponement of the 2+2 dialogue has come amid growing India­U.S. estrangement in South Asia 

Suhasini Haidar
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Alliance trouble 
Whatever may be the
trouble brewing in the
BJP­JD(U) alliance in Bihar,
the fact is that Chief
Minister Nitish Kumar has
got no other place to go
(“Trouble brewing in Bihar
alliance”, June 28). If he
tries to return to the
Mahagathbandhan, he will
become a laughing stock
and his credibility will hit
rock bottom. He has no
option but to swim or sink
with the BJP. 
C.G. Kuriakose,

Kothamangalam

Reinstating Dileep 
The unseemly haste with
which the Association of
Malayalam Movie Artistes
(AMMA) has sought to
reinstate actor Dileep, an
accused in a sexual assault
case, deserves
condemnation (“Assault

survivor, 3 actors quit
AMMA”, June 28). The stars
who made a big spectacle
of protesting against the
sexual assault of the actress
are now sadly silent. The
trial is yet to reach its
conclusion but the
‘innocent until proven
guilty’ argument that has
been doing the rounds is
irrelevant as the crime is of
a serious nature. What was
the hurry to reinstate the
actor? This case shows how
many patriarchal barriers
exist for women to
surmount even after they
have gathered the courage
to complain of sexual
assault. 
V.N. Mukundarajan,

Thiruvananthapuram

The reinstatement of Dileep
is not just injustice to the
woman in the case but to all
the actresses in the

Malayalam fi��lm industry.
This should be enough
reason for all those in
AMMA to quit the
association. 
Vazathur Ragahavan,

Bengaluru 

Talking of Emergency
While the Emergency era is
a contentious subject, I
remember the common
man seeing a few benefi��ts
then (“Cong. has not
changed since Emergency:
PM”, June 27). Trains
arrived on time.
Punctuality was maintained
in offi��ces. Productivity did
not get disrupted. There
was fear and discipline.
There was more
importance given to
responsibilities than rights.
The war of words today
between the two national
parties over the Emergency
is futile. The BJP is wrong in

assuming that this issue can
be used to attack the
Congress. Having said this,
it is not true that the BJP
has dictatorial tendencies,
as the Congress claims. 
R. Sridharan,

Chennai 

The BJP won the 2014 Lok
Sabha elections by putting
down the Congress and
promising “acche din”. I
am happy that we have a
stable government at the
Centre. However, in
preparation for the 2019
general elections, the BJP is
resorting to the same
tactics and trying to rake up
the past instead of
highlighting its
achievements. Have its
recent defeats in by­
elections shaken the party’s
confi��dence?
J.P. Moylaan,

Kochi

forget (“South Korea
knocks holders Germany
out of World Cup”, June
28). To add insult to the
injury, Germany also
fi��nished at the bottom of
Group F. Though South
Korea has also failed to
qualify, it will savour this
triumph. South Korean
goalkeeper Cho Hyun­woo’s
remarkable saves will be
remembered for years.
N.J. Ravi Chander,

Bengaluru

Arun Jaitley’s comparison
of Indira Gandhi to Adolf
Hitler is erroneous. She did
turn democracy into a
dictatorship, but equating
her with Hitler, a
demagogue who
exterminated minorities, is
idiotic. In fact, the person
who shares similarities with
her is Prime Minister
Narendra Modi. 
Muhammed Vaseem,

Kannur

Goodbye, Germany 
This is one World Cup that
the Germans would like to
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A
quiet but accelerating movement protesting the

savage eff��ects of corporate funding in politics ap­

pears to be under way within the broad swathe

of the U.S. Democratic Party. This week it claimed its

latest victim in the form of Congressman Joe Crowley of

the House of Representatives, whose re­election cam­

paign primary in New York bit the dust when 28­year­

old Alexandria Ocasio­Cortez swept to victory. It was

telling  that,  in  sealing  her  win  she  spent  a  mere

$200,000 compared to his $3.4 million war chest and

won despite this being the fi��rst time in 14 years that Mr.

Crowley,  who  is  56,  faced  a  primary  challenger.  Ms.

Ocasio­Cortez’s win will likely reverberate through the

Democratic Party, and possibly put the Republicans on

notice as well, for it was built on an entirely diff��erent

ethos from the unfettered rein given to corporate Amer­

ica  by  the  Citizens  United  decision  of  the  Supreme

Court in 2010. Ms. Ocasio­Cortez rejected corporate do­

nations throughout her campaign for the Democratic

nomination to the House seat, arguing, “You can’t real­

ly beat big money with more money… You have to beat

them with a totally diff��erent game.” She made it a diff��e­

rent game regarding campaign fi��nance, where she con­

trasted her strategy of connecting with communities to

Mr. Crowley’s considerable donations from corporate

Political Action Committees, and also seized the mo­

mentum on immigration.

President  Donald  Trump’s  “zero­tolerance”  ap­

proach towards undocumented migrants on the south­

ern border has resulted in the unconscionable separa­

tion of at least 2,300 children from their parents. While

the  separations  are  being  vigorously  challenged  in

court, energised progressives such as Ms. Ocasio­Cor­

tez have gone on to call for the abolition of the Immigra­

tion and Customs Enforcement agency, and to join prot­

ests at the child migrant detention facilities. When she

emerged as the embodiment of these multiple strands

of progressive politics, she gained tremendously from

campaign  endorsements  by  Justice  Democrats  and

Brand New Congress, PACs linked to socialist­Democrat

candidate Bernie Sanders’ 2016 presidential bid. Firm

in their rejection of dark pools of corporate money, Jus­

tice Democrats has offi��cially endorsed 58 other candi­

dates, some of whom have registered early victories in

primaries, for the House and in one case for a guberna­

torial race. However, there appear to be more forces at

play than simply this eschewing of Wall Street bucks. In

constituencies such as Queens and Bronx in New York,

and innumerable such neighbourhoods across the U.S.,

a multi­racial, gender­balanced social fabric has taken

hold, replacing an older white­centric, male­dominated

space  that  threw  up  the  political  representatives  de­

manded by the system. The Democratic Party would do

well to look closely at these insurgencies and shifts oc­

curring  beneath  its  feet,  and  adapt  to  accommodate

sparky leaders such as Ms. Ocasio­Cortez. Their oppo­

nents across the aisle are anyway in a diff��erent mood.

Tectonic shift 
A key primary race in the U.S. presents a new

demographic and campaign fi��nance model 

T
he rupee’s troubles just do not seem to end. On

Thursday, the currency weakened past 69 intra­

day against the U.S. dollar, an all­time low. The

rupee, which has lost almost 8% in value since January

1, is the worst­performing currency in Asia this year. It

is,  however,  not  the  only  currency  to  be  in  the  dol­

drums. Emerging market currencies as a group have

witnessed a sharp correction in their value against the

dollar this year. The MSCI Emerging Markets currency

index, for instance, is down about 6% since the begin­

ning of April. The rise in international crude oil prices is

one of the reasons behind the rupee’s decline as impor­

ters have had to shell out more dollars to fund their pur­

chases. India’s current account defi��cit, which jumped

to 1.9% of GDP in the fourth quarter of 2017­18 from just

0.6% a year earlier, is now expected to widen to 2.5% in

FY 2019. This could spell even more trouble for the ru­

pee as the demand for dollars could turn out to be over­

whelming. The dollar index, which gauges the value of

the dollar against a host of major global currencies, is

up about 7.5% since February. The rise in global trade

tensions amidst the ongoing trade war could be another

factor behind the rout in emerging market currencies,

but its impact on the rupee remains unclear as of now.

But by far the most important reason behind the fall in

the rupee and other emerging market currencies is the

tightening of U.S. monetary policy.

Investors  attracted  by  higher  yields  in  the  United

States have been pulling their capital out of India at an

increasing pace over the last few months. Foreign port­

folio investors, in fact, took out ₹��29,714 crore in May, al­

most a doubling of outfl��ow compared to ₹��15,561 crore in

April. Most of  the  foreign  fund outfl��ow this year has

come out of the bond market, which explains the steep

fall in Indian bond prices. None of this turbulence in

emerging markets, however, is surprising. The tighten­

ing of monetary policy by the U.S. Federal Reserve has

traditionally caused the turning of the global credit cy­

cle, which eventually leads to various crises around the

world. It is hard to determine if the worst is over yet for

emerging  market  currencies.  But  the  fact  that  the

American central bank expects to raise interest rates

further this year suggests that more pain could be in

store. The government, as well as the Reserve Bank of

India, which recently raised domestic interest rates in

response to rising external economic risks, may need to

think out of the box to avoid a crisis similar to the taper

tantrum of 2013.

Sinking rupee 
As the dollar puts emerging market currencies

under strain, the RBI needs to have a plan
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Acceptable change 
This refers to “~250 billion disinvestment
deadline draws near” (June 27). While
the deadline for the few listed public sec-
tor undertakings (PSU) for meeting the
minimum 25 per cent public sharehold-
ing norm nears, it is likely that the dead-
line will be extended. Meanwhile, the
Securities and Exchange Board of India
(Sebi) may consider tweaking the said 25
per cent minimum public shareholding
norm for listed PSUs.

It is stated that rationale behind min-
imum public shareholding requirement
is to provide liquidity to the investors and
to discover fair prices — the larger the
public float, the less is the scope for price
manipulation. However, what is misun-
derstood is that larger public holding in
terms of percentage doesn’t reflect a
healthy public float until and unless large
numbers of shares are held by the public.
In order to curb price manipulation and
ensure liquidity, a number of shares are
necessary to be distributed to a large
number of shareholders. 

In an entity with a significant public
interest like a listed company, a minimum
25 per cent holding by the non-promoter
group becomes mandatory to protect the
interest of minor shareholders and avoid
possible mismanagement. But such a pro-
vision in government companies can eas-
ily be done away with. Even though dis-
crimination between government and
non-government companies prima facie
does look unfair, considering the larger
interest at stake, a few rationale discrim-
ination can be acceptable.

Nilabh Mahanta New Delhi

Something fishy
Apropos “Fortis Healthcare initiates recov-
ery of funds from Singh brothers” (June
28), the speed at which new findings are
tumbling out every day, I wonder if the
Singh brothers are really guilty of all these
serious defaults or someone — perhaps a
potential buyer — is deliberately planting

stories to disgrace them. Such practices are
not unknown globally; criminal defaults
are planted through collusion with employ-
ees/former employees that create serious
difficulties for promoters, bring down the
price of what they are trying to sell and
thus benefit potential buyers.

The Singh brothers have a glorious
pedigree. It is hard to believe that the two
brothers only did wrong things. The
many forensic audits, commissioned by
the various authorities, must look into
the possibility of mischief in alleging all
the wrongdoings by them.

I smell a rat especially because the
brothers are also connected to the Beas
Radha Soami Satsang, arguably India’s
finest service to society and an organisa-
tion run flawlessly for half a century or
more. It is indeed hard to believe that the
same guys would actually do everything
that’s wrong. They are way too smart to
have done such things. Wouldn’t they
know that it could be uncovered easily?

Krishan Kalra Gurugram 

Role of outside directors
Apropos “Promoting good governance”
(June 28); the authors have rightly empha-
sised on moving away from compliance or
survival requirements. The most difficult
part in ensuring corporate governance, in
my experience, has been the role of outside
directors on the board. Of course, they are
hand-picked by the main promoter. But
the proceedings in the board are essential-
ly in accordance with the promoter’s wish-
es — to endorse than to suggest. If there are
any views that run on different paths, they
are generally to be mentioned during
informal meetings outside the board. The
outside director is mainly expected to col-
lect the fees and endorse the views of the
main promoter. The culture in many
boards is to endorse the proposals of the
management. We need an in-depth study
of the role of outside directors and educate
the promoters on how to involve them
even if they have divergent views. After a
couple of differences with the board, one
tends to leave. This is where the professors
may like to do some further research by
interviewing prominent outside directors
and widely publish the results.

Sudarsanam Padam Hyderabad
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Intel Corp’s Chief Executive Brian
Krzanich resigned last week after a
probe found that a consensual rela-

tionship with an employee in his chain of
command violated the company’s “non-
fraternisation” policy. The head of the
largest US chipmaker is the latest in a
line of powerful men in business to lose
their jobs or resign over relationships

viewed as inappropriate, a phenomenon
highlighted by the #MeToo movement. 

Companies usually have little say on
office romance per se, but the problem
starts when this happens between per-
sons who are in direct reporting rela-
tionships. Also, most people have this
mistaken notion that punitive action is
taken only when sexual harassment
charges are levelled. Workplace rela-
tionships have been the downfall of sev-
eral top executives in recent years. In
the past, Lockheed Martin’s Christopher
Kubasik resigned shortly after being
named as CEO due to a relationship with
a subordinate employee. Best Buy’s CEO
Brian Dunn met with a similar fate.

Some companies go far beyond a
direct reporting relationship — a sign
that an increasing number of boards
have little tolerance for any missteps.
Boeing, for example, had forced its chief
executive to resign after an investiga-

tion uncovered that he had an affair
with a female employee even though
she did not work directly for the CEO
and was several levels down in the com-
pany, and he did not show her prefer-
ential treatment.

And it’s not that action is taken only
against male CEOs; it’s not even necessary
that the partners have to work in the same
company. A large bank in the US fired its
top lawyer because she was involved in a
romantic relationship with the CEO of a
government-backed mortgage purchas-
ing firm. The charge: Conflict of interest.
What is interesting is that the latter firm
took the opposite view on the ground that
the individual did not get into any busi-
ness dealings with the bank. So he was
retained by the firm as the CEO.

Such cases, however, should not give
an impression that office managements
have become so prudish that romances at
the workplace are a strict no-no at all lev-

els. The zero tolerance approach is taken
only for the top-level managers for fear of
legal retaliation, damage to office morale
and other problems. When a supervisor
dates an employee, it is no longer just a
private matter. Legal and other compli-
cations arise, triggering questions about
fairness, favouritism and credibility and
accountability. And the distraction can
tear apart even the most cohesive group.
There are all sorts of complications when
a boss has a relationship with his/her sub-
ordinate. It can lead to a loss of respect and
credibility and lower office morale — not
to mention whiffs of favouritism.

There is hardly any public informa-
tion about CEOs in Indian companies
getting the boot for consensual relation-
ships with colleagues, though many
insist it is not that uncommon and such
incidents are generally brushed under
the carpet. (There has, however, been no
dearth of sexual harassment cases in
Indian companies.)

HR experts say Indian companies,
thus, are fairly complacent about framing
explicit guidelines on office romance, pre-
ferring less-formal oversight and friendly
advice to keep any dating relationships
totally out of the office. This can be costly.

They can take a leaf out of the books

of overseas companies, many of which
have elaborate dating policies. At
Facebook and Google, for example,
employees are reportedly allowed to ask
a co-worker out only once. If they are
turned down, they can’t ask again as that
could constitute harassment. Many have
moved on to an elaborate “love contract”,
which is essentially a written agreement
between two employees that spells out
the voluntary nature of their romance.
These covenants, formally called con-
sensual relationship agreements, are
signed by employees to confirm their
relationship on record to HR. Their pur-
pose is to mitigate risk by affirming that
a romance is consensual — in theory,
staving off harassment claims. 

Many say such contracts may not
work well in India as they require
employees to come forward and openly
admit to the existence of a relationship in
the first place. It’s unlikely that individ-
uals would willingly sit before HR and
sign a legal document affirming their
romance. That is where spreading aware-
ness comes in — no company wants to or
should play the love police, but as the
legal world gets more complicated, they
have to look at protecting themselves
from potential problems.

‘Love contracts’ after #metoo
Many firms abroad are insisting on a written agreement between two
employees that spells out the voluntary nature of their romance

> HAMBONE BY MIKE FLANAGAN

Indian Railway (IR) coaches will look
better, inside and outside. Thirty
thousand ICF (Integral Coach

Factory) coaches will be coloured beige
and brown, the first being the Delhi-
Pathankot Express (22429). No one pays
much attention to the exterior, the liv-
ery, of rolling stock – locomotives, wag-
ons and coaches. Understandably, pas-
senger comfort is about the inside, not
the outside. Many years ago, all coach-
es used to be dull maroon, the colour of
rust. One still sees them here and there,
on trains less than special. Then IR
switched from vacuum brakes to air
brakes, the latter being superior. ICF
coaches with air brakes started to have
blue livery. But note, ICF coaches are
also less than special. Special trains are
those with LHB coaches. So far as the
livery of passenger coaches is con-
cerned, there are three grades; (a) dull
maroon/rust; (b) blue; and (c) special
trains. Special trains, and this extends
beyond Rajdhani/Shatabdi, have had
many kinds of livery, deviating from the
maroon/rust or blue hue. This makes
them colourful and not subject to stan-
dardisation. There is no reason why that
colour shouldn’t include advertise-
ments, outside and inside bogies. This

is a means for increasing non-fare rev-
enue. Indeed, the policy permits this.
However, media rights are easier to sell
if they are offered for the entire rake
and not just individual coaches. Often,
because of shortages, rakes are formed
by jumbling coaches together, especial-
ly on less than special trains. They aren’t
fixed rakes and media rights are harder
to sell then.

A maroon/rust coach is older than a
blue coach. One can glean something
about age from numbering of a coach
too. But because numbering isn’t stan-
dardised, this isn’t precise. This may
be a reason why people don’t pay as
much attention to numbering of coach-
es as they do to numbering of locomo-
tives. Or perhaps people are simply
more interested in locomotives.
Depending on vintage, a coach will
have four, five or six digits in its num-
ber. I suspect most will have at least
five digits now. With a couple of caveats,
the first two digits should indicate the
year when the coach was built. The
caveats are — it may not represent the
year of manufacture, but may indicate
the year it was transferred to the zone
that owns the coach; it may not repre-
sent year of manufacture, but the year
when the coach was rebuilt, if that hap-
pened. For instance, a coach from New
Delhi-Dehradun Shatabdi Express is
numbered 04901. In all probability, that
coach was manufactured in 2004. What
about 901? IR people will correct me. I
think this indicates this was the 901st
coach (of this type) received by the zone
(in this case Northern Railway).

A bizarre news report appeared a
few days ago. According to this, coach-
es from trains between New Delhi and
Ranchi (Rajdhani, Sampark Kranti)
have gone missing from the yard.
Thieves can steal smaller items. How

can thieves steal entire coaches with-
out IR knowing it? What was RPF
(Railway Protection Force) doing? The
rake for 12826 Jharkhand Sampark
Kranti Express is owned by South
Eastern Railway (SER). The rake for
20839 Ranchi-New Delhi Rajdhani
Express is also owned by SER. 12826
has ICF coaches and is not a fixed rake.
20839 has LHB coaches. But I suspect
even this is not a fixed rake. It isn’t one
of the major Rajdhanis, where rakes
are usually fixed. SER has four divi-
sions, one of which is the Ranchi
Division. (The others are Adra,
Chakradharpur and Kharagpur). Since
these coaches were not headed towards
Santragachi for maintenance (that is
SER’s maintenance yard), they must
have been with Ranchi Division, wait-
ing to be fixed to 12826 or 20839. More
specifically, out of Ranchi Division’s
major yards in Muri, Ranchi and Hatia,
they must have been in the Ranchi

yard itself. To rephrase the question,
how can gangs steal coaches from a
yard within Ranchi? This bizarre news
report was simply inaccurate. No
coaches had been stolen or lost. These
are trains between New Delhi and
Ranchi, SER at one end and Northern
Railway (NR) at the other. Instead of
being parked in SER’s yards, the miss-
ing coaches were parked in NR’s yards.

There are reverse trains too. For
instance, there is the 20840 New Delhi-
Ranchi Rajdhani, a rake owned by NR.
Coaches from 20839 had been hooked
on to 20840, intentionally or uninten-
tionally. 12825/12826, from Ranchi to
Anand Vihar and in the reverse direc-
tion, might have been a slightly differ-
ent case. Both rakes are owned by SER
and there is no question of NR appropri-
ating coaches. With multiple mar-
shalling yards in Delhi, coaches could
have got misplaced. Nevertheless, there
is a broader point that should still be

made. That news about gangs stealing
coaches from Ranchi appeared in a vari-
ety of places. I am not aware of this hav-
ing been contradicted by IR — from
Delhi, SER or Ranchi division — at least
not formally and properly. Therefore, in
popular perception, that bit of fake news
registers an impression. PR and media
management has never been IR’s strong
suit, though it has improved. For
instance, the four-year-document-
brought out by the Railways is excellent.
The cover has Mahatma Gandhi
descending from a train and the number
of the coach is a four-digit 3985 (this is a
painting by Shyam Sundar Acharya).
The most famous image of Gandhiji
descending from a train in India (not
South Africa) is probably Motihari. Is that
3985 numbering correct? I have no idea.

The author is chairman, Economic Advisory
Council to the Prime Minister. 
Views are personal

A new report about gangs stealing coaches from Ranchi is simply inaccurate. However, with multiple marshalling
yards in Delhi, coaches could have got misplaced

Coaches and numbers
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Where is Rahul?
Congress president Rahul Gandhi has
been quite active on Twitter, but
missing in action from the Congress
national headquarters at 24, Akbar
Road in New Delhi and from party
meetings and events. Unlike
previous occasions, Gandhi has not
publicly announced whether he is
travelling abroad or is present in
India. This had made the situation of
senior party leaders piquant as they
claim that their party chief is very
much in India but cannot explain
why he has kept away from public
eye. Meanwhile, in some more
embarrassment for the party, the
Ministry of External Affairs said on
Thursday that they were yet to
receive any application from Gandhi
to travel to Kailash Mansarovar in
the Tibet Autonomous Region.
Congress had earlier announced that
their party chief, a Shiva devotee,
would be undertaking 
that pilgrimage.

Blessings from gurus

Guess who has come out in support
of the Vedanta group’s controversial
Sterlite copper plant in Tuticorin. “I
salute his [Anil Agarwal’s (pictured)]
contribution in the nation building
process by creating lakhs of jobs and
economic prosperity. International
conspirators created ruckus at one of
Vedanta’s plant in South of India
through innocent local people.
Industries are the temples of
development for the nation. They
should not be closed,” tweeted yoga
proponent and FMCG marketer
Ramdev. Author and mystic,
Sadhguru Jaggi Vasudev, described
closing of the plant as “economic
suicide”. “Am not an expert on
copper smelting but I know India has
immense use for copper. If we don't
produce our own, of course, we will
buy from China. Ecological violations
can be addressed legally. Lynching
large businesses is economic
suicide," he tweeted. 

Cup of woes runneth over
On Wednesday the rupee hit lifetime
low of 69 against the dollar on worries
over India’s macro-economic
fundamentals. While most saw misery
in this, some saw the bright side.
Germany's ignominious group-stage
exit from the FIFA World Cup 2018 a day
before came to at least one Twitter
user's aid. He said the rupee had elite
company in the form of the German
football team and the Australian cricket
team that are heading towards their
life-time lows going by their recent
performance.

> LETTERS

HUMAN FACTOR
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COLUMNA GUBARNARE

Columna Gubarnare is a column
on governance and corporate gov-
ernance. The column was in the

works for a long time, despite the encour-
agement from the editor. The reason for
my hesitancy in its publication was sim-
ply that, with so much already been writ-
ten on the subject of corporate gover-
nance and sickeningly discussed in
seminars, there could hardly be any new-
ness left in the subject, and regurgitating
would add little value. Besides, I also
wondered if the concept had not shed
its Boston Brahmin tag and become far
too simple and facile for the compre-
hension of even the hoi polloi — so much
so that men and women, young and old,
the educated and the rustic, the well
informed and the less informed alike, all
have a thing or two say on the subject.

The flood of allegations on corporate
misdemeanors that began from February
this year, followed by frenzied and
scrumptious media reporting, set me
thinking afresh on the fundamental issues,
concerns and dilemmas that bedevil cor-
porate governance. Hence the column. 

The column intends to explore dif-
ferent aspects of corporate governance,
beginning with its genesis and meaning
— which has quite a degree of vague-
ness, disagreement and confusion asso-

ciated with it. The articles in this col-
umn will look at the evolution of the
concepts underpinning corporate gov-
ernance to the present day and the fun-
damental concerns — “ownership, con-
trol, power” — that have remained
unmutated through their evolution
since the establishment of the East India
Company in 1600. It will, among other
things, survey the infamous corporate
failures across countries, the signals
such patterns send to the boards of the
companies and the perils of failure of
the boards and the companies to recog-
nise these signals correctly and on time.
The role of human behaviour and the
emotions inherent in human nature —
ambition and greed, fear and uncer-
tainty, hope and hubris — which I
believe are the ultimate determinants of
corporate governance — will lace all the
discussions in this column.

A host of questions spring to mind in
rapid succession. Why do people who set
up companies or the professional CEOs
or chairpersons or those in key manage-
ment positions or are in control of a com-
pany or a financial institution, often act
or take decisions, individually or collec-
tively, which rationally and by the dic-
tates of common sense do not appear to
be ethically or morally right? Does the
answer lie in what J K Galbraith wrote in
A Short History of Financial Euphoria
that “Individual or individuals at the top
of these [financial] institutions ......are
then endowed with the authority that
encourages acquiescence from their sub-
ordinates and applause from their
acolytes and that excludes adverse opin-
ion or criticism. They are admirably pro-
tected in what may be a serious commit-
ment to error”. Is conflict of interest an
easily definable term but less easily
understood or often deliberately misun-

derstood? Why do people borrow or are
allowed to borrow beyond their capaci-
ties to repay or do not have the willing-
ness to repay? Let truth be told as
Shakespeare did when he made Falstaff
say in Henry IV, “I can get no remedy
against this consumption of the purse:
Borrowing only lingers and lingers it out,
but the disease is incurable”. 

If the thoughts and ideas behind the
concepts of corporate governance or gov-
ernance are supposedly simple and easi-
ly understood, why do these often
become the sole cause of multiple corpo-
rate failures and financial disasters in sit-
uations dispersed in space and time? Why
is it that their failures unsettle seemingly
stable large corporations in different
countries and be the cause of setting up of
multiple committees by governments
and regulators —  each committee vying
with the earlier ones to frame a “new”
and “improved” code of corporate gover-
nance or to craftily rehash or tweak the
existing one, and bring law makers to
make stiffer laws, believing these to be
the invincible bulwarks against future
failures? Yet failures never cease to recur
in varying forms and at varied intervals. 

I had posed some of these questions
some years back, to a dear friend of mine,
well renowned in the corporate world, a
witty and prolific writer and a contributor
in this paper. He said with a chuckle, “The
principles and practices of corporate gov-
ernance are somewhat like the principles
and practices illustrated and discussed
in Vâtsyâyana’s Kama Sutra — very good
to read, look at, indulge in the contem-
plation of the consequences, but if you try
to practice them, your back may break.”

The author is a former executive director of
Sebi. Views are personal.  
Email: pratipkar21@gmail.com

Multiple horns of multiple dilemmas
Principles and practices of corporate governance are easy to define,
articulate, seemingly simple to comprehend, but difficult to practice
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T
he first quarter of the current financial year is almost over, and the
fiscal signs are not propitious. In the Union Budget for 2018-19, the
government postponed the path of fiscal consolidation. The previ-
ous year’s fiscal deficit target had been breached; this year’s target

was set at 3.3 per cent, as opposed to the 3 per cent recommended by the fis-
cal consolidation path. There are now very real reasons to worry about even
this number. It is true that collections from indirect taxes following the intro-
duction of the goods and services tax (GST) last year appear to have sta-
bilised, providing some comfort on the revenue front, even though disin-
vestment receipts might be weakened by the failure to sell Air India. However,
there are worries about the expenditure side that need to be addressed, and
will certainly play on the mind of the Monetary Policy Committee of the
Reserve Bank of India going forward.

Less than a year away from the next general election, populist pressures must
be taken into consideration. In recent years, low crude oil prices have benefit-
ted the government’s finances in two ways. On the one hand, it has ensured that
fuel and fertiliser subsidies do not play a spoiler in the Budget the way that they
did during the second term of the United Progressive Alliance. At the same time,
lower oil prices have also allowed the government to steadily raise taxes and
cesses on petroleum products, which came in handy for bumping up revenue
collection. As a consequence of rising global demand for oil and production cut-
backs by oil producing countries, prices at the pump in India are now as high
or higher than they were under the UPA. This has been used as a political point
by the Opposition, putting pressure on the government to reduce such taxes,
and, in turn, adversely affecting revenue collection.

Meanwhile, fertiliser subsidies will increase. Alleviating rural distress is
a major political priority but, according to credit rating agency ICRA, an
increase of a single dollar in the cost of natural gas raises the cost of pro-
duction of urea by ~1,800-2,000 per metric tonne (MT), while for every one
rupee depreciation against US dollar, the same rises by ~240 per MT at a con-
stant gas price. The rupee is at historical lows against the dollar at the
moment. It is likely that this will increase the subsidy bill by ~90 billion.
Arrears are also building up. Food subsidies and the cost of procurement of
grain from farmers is also increasing. For wheat alone the minimum support
price this season is ~1,735 a quintal, ~110 more than last year; already, wheat
procurement this season is 14 per cent higher than last year and it may
increase further. Concerned by farmer anger in states such as Uttar Pradesh
and Maharashtra, the government has also announced special packages for
sugar that it estimates will cost an additional ~70 billion. This does not even
take into account additional spending on new programmes such as the
Ayushman Bharat health insurance scheme or a rise in off-balance sheet con-
tingent liabilities — such as, for example, LIC being asked to pick up a stake
in the struggling IDBI Bank. Altogether, the fiscal road ahead could get
bumpy. Greater clarity and caution from the finance ministry is needed.

Expenditure worries
The fiscal road ahead could get bumpy

T
he government’s proposal to replace the University Grants Commission
(UGC)  with a Higher Education Commission indicates a realistic apprais-
al of the grossly inadequate regulatory structure for higher education that
has resulted in a visible deterioration in standards. This draft legislation

appears to be part of a stated overarching strategy towards greater autonomy in insti-
tutes of higher learning, including the premier Indian Institutes of Technology and
Indian Institutes of Management. It is also of a piece with the proposal in March this
year to grant some sort of conditional autonomy to 52 universities and eight colleges.
The broad thrust of the Higher Education Commission legislation is to separate gov-
ernance from funding. The proposed commission, the outlines of the Act suggest, will
focus on academic issues, such as course curricula, faculty standards and outcomes,
leaving “monetary matters” to the ministry of human resource development. 

On paper, this sounds sensible, since the fund-granting process of the UGC and the
technical education regulator — All India Council for Technical Education (AICTE)
— has been plagued with allegations of corruption and inefficiency. In reality, the set-
ting up of a higher education commission raises many questions. Setting minimum
standards such as faculty qualifications and infrastructure will be only one part of the
commission’s mandate. Course curricula are the bigger responsibility and it is here that
concerns arise about the independence of the commission as a regulator of higher edu-
cation standards. How genuine will this be? Though institutional autonomy may be
written into the legislation, experience with other sector regulators does not strength-
en confidence on this score. The risk of political interference is, and remains, the biggest
challenge. The propensity for such interference remains high since the financial dis-
pensation will, under the new scheme, be directly under government control. The expe-
rience with the IITs and IIMs is a good pointer in this regard. 

Over the past two years, both sets of institutions have been granted a greater
degree of autonomy in terms of board appointments, fee structures and admissions.
But such autonomy went only so far; in January, the government proposed a new
law establishing a Council of Institutes headed by the HRD minister. The remit of
this council was broad-ranging as it was ominous: it would review the performance
of the IIMs, recommend scholarships for backward castes and such other functions
referred to it by the Centre. The thinking behind this move, which has been vocif-
erously opposed by the IIM governing bodies, is to make the IIMs “centres of excel-
lence” that will award degrees instead of diplomas. Since the mainstream IIMs have
an established global reputation, it is difficult to understand how the establishment
of this “council” will help. The fact is that the creation of a higher education com-
mission offers a tremendous opportunity for the government to take a giant leap
towards fixing a broken system at a time when the quality of human capital is
increasingly determining the success of nations. The United States of America is per-
ceived as a declining power today but it owes its persisting global dominance to a
robust and extraordinarily independent higher education system that has spawned
an ecosystem of innovation and higher research that authoritarian regimes such as
China, which is pouring funds into education, struggle to emulate. On this one
parameter, India will do better to look West rather than East.

Aim higher
Replacing UGC is just the starting point

Some three decades ago, an
American scholar interviewed 66
serving and former judges of the

Indian Supreme Court who served
from 1950 to 1989. He also interviewed
relatives of deceased judges, lawyers,
politicians and court staff. George H
Gadbois Jr then meticulously typed
up the notes of the interviews, which
had lasted from a few hours to a few
days. Some of the judges also corre-
sponded with him. From these notes
of interviews, and other research,
Gadbois eventually wrote two books —
Supreme Court of India — The
Beginnings, and Judges of the Supreme
Court of India 1950-1989.

Gadbois must have been a good lis-
tener, for these notoriously reticent
and tightlipped judges opened up and
talked to him. And oh, how they
talked!  They spoke about themselves,
about fellow judges, about politicians,
about lawyers, and about the state of
the judicial system. To his credit, even
though he collected a large amount of
material, salacious or otherwise,
Gadbois was circumspect about the
material he used in the two books he
wrote, which are scholarly, and possi-
bly the best books on recent judicial
history. Gadbois bequeathed those
typed notes to Abhinav Chadrachud,
who has used a part of the notes to
write Supreme Whispers —
Conversations with Judges of the
Indian Supreme Court 1980-1989. One
assumes that one of the reasons that
the author picked the period of 1980-
1989 was that it partly coincided with
his grandfather’s seven-year tenure as
the Chief Justice of India. However,
there is no discernible bias in the book

as it includes a fair amount of criti-
cism of Chief Justice Chandrachud by
other judges, as recounted to Gadbois.

For the lay person, the book satis-
fies the prurient interest, showing how
judges of the Supreme Court are only
too human, with attendant frailties
such as jealousy, one-
upmanship, casteism
and so on. For the
legal scholar, howev-
er, the book is a treas-
ure trove of material,
giving an acute
insight into what
made “their lord-
ships” tick and, more
importantly, how the
interpersonal dynamic played out
within the judiciary, determining
sometimes the course of legal history,
and also in appointments to the judici-
ary.

There are tales of judges of the
Supreme Court threatening to resign
en masse, of judges who were not

appointed to the Supreme Court
because there were allegations of cor-
ruption, or sexual violence, or some
other shortcoming. Justice T P S
Chawla, the then Chief Justice of
Delhi and an erudite scholar and a
gentleman, was not appointed to the

Supreme Court
because he had
threatened to shoot a
dog belonging to his
neighbour, a
Supreme Court
judge.

Over three
decades ago, the
judges were decrying
the fact that the gov-

ernment of the day sat upon appoint-
ments or sabotaged them in some
manner or the other. The judges of the
Supreme Court told Gadbois about
how there were opposed to appoint-
ments based on caste, or religion, or
regional origin. In 1988, Justice O
Chinnappa Reddy told Gadbois that

“judges trying to please the govern-
ment was the ‘new ethos’ of the
Supreme Court, that this was happen-
ing especially in big political cases”.

The author has taken this material,
done additional research, and has
written an eminently readable book
from it. He also makes it clear that
there are also some inherent problems
with the source material — the inter-
views were not voice-recorded, there
is an assumption that Gadbois was
accurate and truthful, the judges
interviewed may not necessarily have
been truthful or may have been slanti-
ng their tales in their own favour and
so on. In other words, there is a possi-
bility that this is all just gossip that
was recorded by Gadbois. But whether
gossip or not, the book tells a story
that the reader will recognise as famil-
iar. With recent developments high-
lighting the role of Chief Justice of
India vis-à-vis his brethren, the chap-
ter titled “The Fictional Concurrence
of the Chief Justice” is interesting

reading.
“Plus ça change, plus c'est la même

chose” — the more things change, the
more they stay the same. While Jean-
Baptiste Alphonse Karr did not have
the Indian judicial system in mind
when he coined this epigram, a person
reading this fascinating book would
be hard put to deny the aptness of this
phrase when comparing the present
and the past as recounted in the book.

One hopes that there will be fur-
ther volumes of the unprinted materi-
al from the Gadbois papers covering
the earlier periods of independent
India’s legal history. As the author
says in the introductory chapter,
“most of the judges who were inter-
viewed have passed away”, but the sto-
ries are “still highly relevant today”.

(The reviewer is lawyer practicing in Delhi)

Supreme gossip 

As you read this today, I will be away at a com-
mencement ceremony at one of the leading
IIMs this weekend. Addressing an audience of

500 first-year students is always tricky. Especially
since it is not easy to figure out what they’re interest-
ed in. And running an interactive session with such a
large audience is equally challenging. But the director
was kind enough to allow me to
choose the topic. “Please feel to
talk about what you think will be
relevant to them,” he said.

Over the years, I’ve been for-
tunate to have worked with a
bunch of bright, young people.
This has easily been the most sat-
isfying part of my career. And I’ve
no qualms in admitting that I’ve
learnt more about how to manage
careers by observing these young
people than I have from my vari-
ous bosses. 

These days there are many
pertinent discussions about how
to manage millennials — and why they’re a different
breed altogether from the previous generations. Some
of it may well be true. I’d like to believe there are some
universal truths about how young people stumble
and fall, pick themselves up again — and finally set
themselves up for success.

Here are a few lessons I’ve learnt:

The greatest pleasure in life is doing what people say you
cannot do — Walter Bagehot

So it was with N. She arrived in Mumbai in 2002
to be part of my team on a rather short leash. The
powers-that-be at the publication where I worked

decided that I should I try her out for two months —
and if things didn't work out, I should ask her to
leave. She was practically a fresher, having worked at
another publication for less than a year—and a few
months in our Delhi office. She was quiet and low-
key, and it would have been easy to miss the steely
reserve. She simply needed a chance to prove herself.

In the next five years, she blos-
somed into a gifted management
writer, earning the respect of an
impressive network of gurus —
from C K Prahalad and Jagdish
Sheth to Jeffrey Pfeffer and Henry
Mintzberg — who knew her per-
sonally. Today, she edits a global
management magazine, based in
Hong Kong, and two weeks ago, she
won a major award in Europe for
the magazine she completely
revamped a year ago. 

Travel is rich with learning opportu-
nities, and the ultimate souvenir is a

broader perspective — Rick Steves

R came to us as a cub reporter on marketing, retail
and advertising. After a few years, he decided his
heart lay in development reporting. I reluctantly
agreed to let him go for his Masters in Development
Studies in the UK. When he came back, it took a while
for his career to pick up pace. He stayed invested in
ground reporting — something that was fast disap-
pearing. More than two years later, he took a 50 per
cent pay cut to join an online journalism platform
with a 15-month mandate to lead a reporting project
to identify and report on the most significant changes
underway in six of India’s states. That project stretched

on for two years, as he criss-crossed the country to
report deeply on transformational stories that even
local media had failed to spot. His work won him four
major awards. And a book is now underway.

Curiosity is a willing, a proud, an eager confession of
ignorance — S Leonard Rubinstein 

S started his journalism career in Nagpur. Within
a few years, he realised that he had outgrown the local
paper and its crime beat. Many of his seniors had
headed to Mumbai. And he too plotted and planned
how to bag a job in the big city. When he joined our
team, he was eager as hell to succeed. But building a
network in a new place takes time. What he had going
for him was his intellectual curiosity. He read vora-
ciously and widely, enjoyed meeting new people and
loved taking risks with story-telling. Yet, he quit main-
stream journalism thrice, once to join a publishing and
content start-up, and then worked as an executive
assistant to an IT tzar and finally, as part of a content
team in a large Indian conglomerate. I guess the zeal
to tell stories never really died. And each time, he
came back to the profession, richer for the experi-
ences he had been through. Today, he is heading a dig-
ital media start-up within a large media company
that hopes to break new ground with a subscription-
based model.

What do these mini-stories tell us? Young 
people today have an abundance of choice. Yet
their biggest struggle is invariably figuring out
purpose. As author T D Jakes wisely said, “If you
can’t figure out your purpose, figure out your pas-
sion. For your passion will lead you right into your
purpose.”

The writer is co-founder, Founding Fuel
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Higher lending for long-term investments in
India would obviously nudge growth
upwards. At end-March 2010 and 2011

growth in lending for public sector banks (PSBs)
was booming at 19.9 and 21.5 per cent (year-on-year)
and for private banks the comparable numbers were
12.9 and 23.9. By March 2017 credit growth for PSBs
was down to 1.5 and has recovered somewhat to
about 5 per cent by March 2018. For private banks,
the same numbers for 2017 and 2018 were 17.3 and
22 per cent (Source: RBI
Financial Stability Report
released on June 26, 2018).
However, the outstanding stock
of private bank loans is much
lower than for PSBs and are
mostly shorter term for working
capital, consumer credit and
less for long gestation e.g. steel,
power and cement projects. 

Fresh bank lending to the
private sector is not driven just
by the availability of funds.
Banks have to be convinced that the credit quality
of corporate borrowers is acceptable and the latter
must sense buoyancy in demand for their products
and services. Currently, it would be difficult for
the many prominent Indian firms whose interest
coverage ratios are below one to access fresh bor-
rowings. A substantial fraction of the high volumes
of lending in the period 2009 to 2014 is a non-per-
forming asset (NPA) today. As a fraction of total
advances, the gross non-performing assets (GNPAs)
of PSBs stood at 13.5 per cent as of end-September

2017. By end-March 2018, the GNPAs of PSBs had
risen to 15.6 per cent. 

In the Nirav Modi case, in which Punjab
National Bank (PNB) has lost ~130 billion, it is
patently absurd that a junior rogue official in col-
lusion with some others could have fooled senior
PNB management and auditors for as long as sev-
en years. It also beggars belief that PNB claims it
did not receive RBI’s instructions of November
2016 to strengthen risk management systems

including integrating their SWIFT
(Society for Worldwide Interbank
Financial Telecommunications)
and Core Banking System (CBS).
Given the outlandish nature of
claims and counterclaims in this
case, the Department of Financial
Services in the Ministry of Finance
(MoF) should submit an explana-
tory note to Parliament and pro-
vide a listing of large volume NPA
cases and where these are at vari-
ous stages of resolution, recovery

or in court. 
Chanda Kochhar, Managing Director of ICICI

Bank, is now on voluntary leave because alleged-
ly her husband benefited financially as a quid pro
quo for ICICI’s loans to Videocon. Venugopal
Dhoot is the promoter of the Videocon group,
which includes listed companies. Specifically, ~35
billion was loaned to Videocon by ICICI as part of
a total loan of ~200 billion. In exchange for this
loan from ICICI Videocon has been reported to
have invested in companies owned by Ms

Kochhar’s husband and then exited at valuations
which were highly profitable for the Kochhars.
Belatedly the ICICI Board has requested former
Supreme Court judge B N Srikrishna to look into
the allegations against Ms Kochhar. If her hus-
band did make illicit financial gains, Mr Dhoot
cannot but be an accomplice. As of now, the
Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) has
not put the Videocon group under sufficient reg-
ulatory scrutiny. 

On a broader note, on February 12, 2018, RBI
made it mandatory for banks to classify loans under
separate special mention accounts (SMAs) as per
guidelines titled “Resolution of Stressed Assets —
Revised Framework”. Banks have been directed to
recognise non-payment of interest or principal
within a day after the due date under the first of
these three SMA categories. According to MoF and
NITI Aayog, as per these recently issued RBI guide-
lines banks have to classify loans on which repay-
ments are overdue by just one day as NPAs. And
MoF has suggested that RBI should not ask banks
to recognise overdue payments from day one. RBI’s
directive has been misinterpreted since Indian
banks are expected to merely recognise overdue
payments from day one and this norm is similar to
practices mandated by the Bank of England and the
Federal Reserve in the US. 

Government’s line on the mounting NPAs of
the banking sector is that it is doing all that it can
to help. It is a fact that due to the current govern-
ment’s efforts the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code
(IBC) was finally adopted by Parliament in 2016.
Further, the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Board of
India (IBBI), National Company Law Tribunal
(NCLT) and National Company Law Appellate
Tribunal (NCLAT) are working overtime to help
resolve issues across committees of creditors (CoC),
wannabe buyers of defaulting companies and orig-
inal promoters. 

Examples of the hoops and loops through which
any resolution and recovery of loans has to be
effected are: (a) the Essar Steel case which is pend-
ing with the NCLAT and the bidders for it, namely
Arcelor Mittal and the promoters of Essar Steel
have been classified as ineligible by the CoC since
they were deemed to have violated provisions of the
IBC; (b) the case of UltraTech Cement and Dalmia
Bharat’s bids for Binani Cement with bank creditors
reported to be favouring UltraTech’s higher bid is
pending with the Supreme Court. Many other NPA
cases are meandering their way through the drea-
ry desert sands of endless controversies over valu-
ation-resolution-recovery and court battles (apolo-
gies to Rabindranath Tagore). To reduce legal
delays at least 5 more NCLTs and 2 NCLATs are
required. Retired judges could be requested to serve
on the benches of these additional NCLTs 
and NCLATs. 

Establishing a Bad Bank would move problem
loans off bank balance sheets on to the books of the
Bad Bank,which would then write these off at tax-
payers’ cost. A better option is for government to
actively help PSBs to resolve and recover the max-
imum possible of their NPAs and move on quickly.
Otherwise, the government would be party to the
exceptionalism of Indian PSBs and taxpayers would
continue to pay for the lack of due diligence in
assessing credit risk and procrastination in recov-
ering huge unpaid debts.

The author is the RBI Chair Professor at ICRIER
j.bhagwati@gmail.com 
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