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1) On sustainable goals index: A persisting variance



The NITI Aayog’s Sustainable Development Goals Index for 2019, released on
Monday, does not reveal any surprising information. Even better performing States
have not fared well in achieving gender equality.



The South’s Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, Telangana and Karnataka are
joined by Himachal Pradesh, Sikkim and Goa as the best performers while the
northern/north-central and north-eastern States have been laggardly in achieving the
U.N.-mandated goals by 2030.



Poor performers such as Uttar Pradesh have shown discernible advances in the indices
- measured between 2018-19 - especially in adopting cleaner energy and improving
sanitation.



But the regional divide is stark in basic livelihood goals such as “eradication of
poverty”, and “good health and well being” or even in measures such as “industry,
innovation and infrastructure”.



This points to variances in both State governance and in administrative structures and
implementation of welfare policies.
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The South, led by Kerala and Tamil Nadu, has done much more in orienting
administrative institutions to deliver on basic welfare, leading to actions on health
care, education, poverty eradication and hunger, with a governance structure tuned to
competitively monitoring actions on these fronts.



The converse is true of northern States - Bihar and Uttar Pradesh - where outcomes
have remained relatively poor despite there not being much of a difference in the
governance structure.



The obvious answer to the puzzle could be the presence of historical socio-political
movements that have resulted in greater circulation of elites in power and which have
addressed issues related to welfare more thoroughly in the South - Kerala and T.N in
particular.



Yet even these States need to go further in reaching the UN’s SDGs and achieving the
living standards of both the first world and other developing nations.
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The western States, especially Gujarat and Maharashtra, are also better off in
economic growth and industry, indicating a diversified economy, higher employment
ratios, skilled labour and better entrepreneurial culture.



A major fault-line in India is in achieving gender equality, where barring middling
performers such as Himachal Pradesh, Kerala and Jammu & Kashmir, the rest of the
country falls short.
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Low sex ratio (896 females per 1,000 males), poor labour force participation and
presence in managerial positions (only 17.5% and 30%, according to the report), high
level of informality of labour, a major gender pay gap (females earn 78% of wages
earned by males in regular salaried employment).



Also the lack of adequate representation in governance (14.4% in Parliament, but
44.4% in local government) besides high crime rates against women and girls are
among the major national level indicators that have contributed to this.



States need to climb a mountain to achieve gender equality, but immediate steps such
as enhancing women’s participation in governance through parliamentary reservations
would go a long way in addressing several of the issues faced by them.
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2) On Centre’s Rs. 102-lakh-crore plan: Infrastructure push


For an economy that is tottering, a big bang announcement from the
government can sometimes work to turn around sentiment. The challenge is
in making the plan to boost investment in infrastructure work.



The unveiling by Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman on Tuesday of a
mega push to infrastructure investment adding up to Rs.102 lakh crore over
the next five years belongs in below category.



Projects in energy, roads, railways and urban infrastructure under the National
Infrastructure Pipeline (NIP) have been identified by a task force. About 42% of such
identified projects are already under implementation, 19% are under development and
31% are at the conceptual stage.



The NIP task force appears to have gone project-by-project, assessing each for
viability and relevance in consultation with the States. Considering that the NIP will
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be like a window to the future, a constant review becomes paramount if this is not to
degenerate into a mere collation and listing of projects.


A periodic review, as promised by the Finance Ministry, is necessary. The
government’s push on infrastructure development will not only enable ease of living such as metro trains in cities and towns.



But also create jobs and increase demand for primary commodities such as cement and
steel. From this perspective, this push to invest in infrastructure is welcome.
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Identifying the projects to be put on the pipeline is the easy part. Implementing and
commissioning them will be the more difficult one. There are a few hurdles that the
NIP task force needs to watch out for.



First, the financing plan assumes that the Centre and the States will fund 39% each
while the private sector will chip in with 22% of the outlay. Going by the present
fiscal situation, it will be no small challenge for the Centre to raise Rs.39 lakh crore,
even if it is over the next five years.



The financial position of States is even more perilous. Second, the Rs.22 lakh crore
expected from private investment also looks steep considering the lack of appetite for
fresh investment by the private sector in the last few years.



In fact, this factor has been a major drag on economic growth. Given the scale of
investment, debt will play an important role and it remains to be seen if banks have
gotten over their apprehensions on infrastructure financing as a major part of their bad
loans originated there.



Finally, cooperation from States becomes very important in implementing
infrastructure projects. The experience on this count has not been very happy till now.



While these are genuine obstacles that the task force needs to manage, these should
not detract from the need for a concerted effort to invest in infrastructure. The key will
be following up and reviewing the pipeline at regular intervals.

3) On Swachh ranking of cities: A weak test


The NDA government’s Swachh Survekshan, the ranking system for clean cities, was
rolled out four years ago as the answer to a problem that municipal law failed to
solve.



Sanitation and public health are responsibilities of State governments, and it is no
secret that they have spectacularly failed at managing growing volumes of municipal
and hazardous waste.



The problem has only been compounded by the absence of plans that take a holistic
view of housing, sanitation, water supply, waste management and transport.
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Ahead of the launch of Swachh Survekshan 2020, the Union Ministry of Housing and
Urban Affairs is once again trying to stir up competition among cities, by pre-ranking
them for their performance during 2019 and assigning points to be added this year.



As an idea, unleashing the competitive spirit among States may seem appealing, but in
reality, the problems confronting urban India require large-scale infrastructure
creation, full adherence to legal requirements on waste management, and transparent
technical audits.



Many cities remain clueless on handling their waste, one shocking example being the
rising mountain of garbage at the Ghazipur landfill in Delhi.



Ironically, Bhopal, which figures among the top five cleanest cities under the justreleased list, continues to live with the effects of the gas disaster of 1984. Ranks and
prizes clearly cannot solve the national waste management crisis.
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Looking ahead to the next edition of the Survekshan, the Urban Affairs Ministry has
identified ambitious targets: “100% processing and safe disposal of waste, complete
faecal sludge and septage management, and wastewater treatment and reuse.” These
are major tasks.



The Ministry has also sanctioned funds under the Atal Mission for Rejuvenation and
Urban Transformation (AMRUT) to help States set up facilities necessary to manage
waste.



States should ask for extended funding under such schemes to create the infrastructure
for a future-focused clean-up and, simultaneously, institute measures to reduce waste.



The emphasis worldwide is on creating a circular economy centred at the principle of
material recovery from all kinds of waste, reuse, recycling and reduced pressure on
natural resources.



A sound ranking of cities and towns would naturally give the highest weightage to this
dimension of sustainable management, replacing symbolism with an environmentally
sound approach.
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Such rigour in policy formulation can make the Centre’s goal of eliminating single-use
plastic by 2022 seem more realistic, and industry would find a compelling reason to
switch to alternatives.



Retooling Swachh Survekshan 2020 to go beyond perception management and adopt
sustainability is essential to make it a genuine contest.

4) On Defection, when it is a mere detour for an MLA


It is possible to avoid Karnataka-like incidents if MLAs jumping ship are completely
disqualified for six years. They defected, re-contested, and became members again, all
in six months. Some are even likely to become Ministers soon.



The Karnataka byelection results have widely put to display the ineffectiveness of the
Anti-Defection Law. Of the 17 defecting Congress-Janata Dal (Secular) MLAs, 11
were re-elected on a Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) ticket.



Not only did this set of events lay down a well-structured framework to sidestep the
law, it even set a dangerous precedent for neutralising the consequences of the law
altogether.
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The phenomenon of defections is not new to Indian politics. It has been plaguing the
political landscape for over five decades. The most prominent case was that of
Haryana’s Gaya Lal, originally an independent MLA who, in 1967, juggled between
the Congress and Janata Party for two weeks, during which he switched his loyalty
thrice.



The recurrence of this evil phenomenon led to the 1985 Anti-Defection Law, which
defined three grounds of disqualification of MLAs - giving up party membership;
going against party whip; and abstaining from voting.



Resignation not a condition: Resignation as MLA was not one of the conditions.
Exploiting this loophole, the 17 rebel MLAs in Karnataka resigned, their act aimed at
ending the majority of the ruling coalition and, at the same time, avoiding
disqualification.



However, the Speaker refused to accept the resignations and declared them
disqualified. This was possible as the legislation empowers the presiding officer of the
House (i.e. the Speaker) to decide on complaints of defection under no time constraint.



The law originally protected the Speaker’s decision from judicial review. However,
this safeguard was struck down in Kihoto Hollohan v. Zachillhu and Others (1992).
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While the SC upheld the Speaker’s discretionary power, it underscored that the
Speaker functioned as a tribunal under the anti-defection law, thereby making her/his
decisions subject to judicial review.



This judgment enabled judiciary to become the watchdog of the anti-defection law,
instead of the Speaker, who increasingly had become a political character contrary to
the expected neutral constitutional role.



The same could be witnessed in Shrimanth Balasaheb Patel & Ors vs Speaker
Karnataka Legislative Assembly & Ors (2019), where the three-judge SC bench
upheld the then Karnataka Speaker’s decision of disqualification of the 17 rebel
MLAs.



However, it struck down his ban on the MLAs from contesting elections till 2023,
negating the only possible permanent solution to the problem. The Supreme Court
played the role of a neutral umpire in this political slugfest.



But, the spectacle of MLAs hoarded in a bus, and being sent to a resort, openly
exposed not just the absence of ideological ties between a leader and his party, but
also her/his weak moral character.
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It was also upsetting to see public acceptance of such malpractices as part of politics,
with some even calling it Chanakya niti! Exit, and swift return: The Anti-Defection
Law provided a safeguard for defections made on genuine ideological differences.



It accepted “split” within a party if at least one-third of the members of the legislative
party defect, and allowed the formation of a new party or “merger” with other political
party if not less than two-thirds of the party’s members commit to it.



The 91st Constitutional Amendment introduced in 2003 deleted the provision allowing
split, also it barred the appointment of defectors as Ministers until their
disqualification period is over or they are re-elected, whichever is earlier.



But, obviously, such laws have not put to rest the trend of defections. The main issue,
as witnessed in Karnataka, is that the defectors treat disqualification as a mere detour,
before they return to the House or government by re-contesting.



This can only be stopped by extending the disqualification period from re-contesting
and appointment to Chairmanships/Ministries to at least six years. The minimum
period limit of six years is needed to ensure that the defectors are not allowed to enter
the election fray for least one election cycle, which is five years.



Of course, MLAs can still be bought from the ruling dispensation to bring it to a
minority by being paid hefty sums, simply to stay at home for six years. Almost every
political outfit has been party to such devious games, with hardly any political will to
find a solution.

5) On U.S. killing of Iran commander: An act of war


Friday’s assassination of Major General Qasem Soleimani, the commander of Iran’s
Qods Force for over two decades, in Baghdad, is a reckless and unilateral act of
provocation by the U.S. that could trigger another full-scale war in West Asia.



The strike against Mr. Soleimani and several Iraqi Shia militia members when they
were leaving the airport, was apparently in retaliation for the storming of the
American Embassy in Baghdad by protesters earlier this week.



Mr. Soleimani, who had a unique celebrity status among Iran’s military leaders, was
highly popular among the hardliners. He was reportedly very close to the Supreme
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Leader, Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, who once called him a “living martyr of the
revolution”.


It was under his leadership that Iran founded and trained Shia militias and despatched
them to the battlefields of both Syria and Iraq.



Mr. Soleimani was also the main architect of Iran’s recent foreign operations, mainly
in Syria and Iraq, which were crucial in saving the regime of Bashar al-Assad in Syria
and defeating the Islamic State (IS) in both countries.



The militias fought alongside Kurdish paramilitaries and the Iraqi Army, with air
support from the U.S. Air Force, against the IS in northern Iraq, from Amirli to Mosul.
Ironically, the same soldier who helped the U.S. and the Iraqi government defeat the
IS has been assassinated inside Iraq by the Americans.



This was a crisis foretold by many, and U.S. President Donald Trump is squarely
responsible for where U.S.-Iran ties stand today.
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He single-handedly destroyed the détente between the two nations established by the
2015 Iran nuclear deal by unilaterally pulling the U.S. out of the agreement in 2018
and reimposing sanctions on Iran.



By sabotaging the fragile peace painstakingly negotiated over years between world
powers, Mr. Trump, in a single act, pushed both the U.S. and Iran down a dangerous
slope.



Now, with the assassination of Soleimani, Mr. Trump has escalated the crisis to the
levels not seen in the past; not even during the siege in 1979 of the American Embassy
in Tehran by the revolutionaries.



It might help an impeached President in an election year to divert attention from his
domestic woes and mobilise political support, but for a region already struggling to
cope with multiple armed conflicts and external interventions, it could be dangerously
consequential.



The attack has already killed off even the possibility of renegotiating the nuclear deal.
Iran might see this as an act of war like any sovereign country would do. A full-scale
war with Iran would be totally different from the wars the U.S. has fought in West
Asia in recent years.



It could trigger multiple attacks across the region, destabilising it further, cause heavy
casualties and help the jihadist groups such as al-Qaeda and the IS regroup and reemerge.



It is unfortunate that the U.S., which is struggling to get out of Afghanistan after 18
years of war, which destroyed the Iraqi state 17 years ago, turning parts of the country
into fertile ground for jihadists, is triggering another conflict in the Muslim world.



It seems really strange that in an election year, an impeached American President is
provoking a war with Iran!
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6) On anti-CAA resolution in Kerala Assembly: Missing the wood



The Kerala Assembly’s resolution calling upon the Centre to repeal the Citizenship
(Amendment) Act, 2019, reflects the widespread unease and disquiet the legislation
has caused.



Rather than treat it as a controversy over the question whether a State Assembly is
competent to question the law on a matter under the Union government’s domain, the
Centre should reflect on the core issue: that the CAA may be in violation of the
equality norm and secular principles enshrined in the Constitution.



Given how deeply the country is divided on the changes in the law, Kerala’s example
may set the stage for a wider confrontation between the Centre and States that have
expressed their disinclination to give effect to the Centre’s policy in this regard.



The resolution reflects a legitimate concern that in enacting the CAA, the Centre has
written a patently discriminatory norm into the law. There is justified opposition
across India on the amendment’s implications, especially in combination with the
expected follow-up action in the form of establishing a citizenship register.
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Kerala Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan is among several CMs who have spoken out
against the CAA’s discriminatory nature, but his has been the first regime to adopt a
formal resolution for repeal.



The Centre must make an effort to understand the underpinnings of the ongoing
protests against its amendments, of which the Kerala resolution is surely a part.



Union Minister Ravi Shankar Prasad and Kerala Governor Arif Mohammad Khan
have denounced the adoption of such a resolution, the former arguing that all States
had a constitutional duty to implement central laws.



However, the principal objection - that citizenship being a matter concerning the
Union, it is not open to State Assemblies to give their opinion on it - is not valid. To
the extent that a State government believes that a parliamentary law is not
constitutional, it is entirely in order for the State legislature to call for its repeal.



Further, a resolution is not legislation, and is not governed by the principle of
legislative competence. It is only an expression of a political opinion.
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Tamil Nadu, for instance, has passed several resolutions concerning India’s foreign
policy - such as asking for a war crimes probe against Sri Lanka and even a
referendum on ‘Tamil Eelam’.



There is a technical problem on the resolution’s admissibility. Kerala Assembly rules
say matters pending before a court or those that do not concern the State should not be
admitted in the form of a resolution.



However, these are minor issues. Ultimately, the House Speaker decides on admitting
a resolution, and it is an internal matter. Voicing support for the CAA and disapproval
of Kerala’s resolution are also valid political opinions.



But these should not translate into any ill-advised action such as hauling up the Chief
Minister before the Privileges Committee of Parliament. Rather than denouncing
Kerala’s CAA resolution, Centre must seek to understand the objections.
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7) On Indian Science Congress: Life of science



The Indian Science Congress (ISC) - its 107th edition is under way in Bengaluru - has
served as a reminder of the status accorded to science and technology in the early
years of the Indian republic.



Though the formation of the congress pre-dates the Indian republic, it was the
intellectual nursery of modern science in the country.



Early ideas of how science and technology could aid the development of the new
nation were incubated at this coming together of scientists. It is for this reason that the
congress, normally held in the first week of January, is inaugurated by the PM.



The years since have seen the nature of the congress change: from one where
scientists, in the era of postal communication, congregated to exchange scientific ideas
to one today where it has become a ‘science mela’.



The prime purpose of the ISC now is to draw school and science college students to
hear Nobel Laureates and Indian-origin scientists from abroad to lecture about their
work and the future prospects of science.

www.chahalacademy.com

Page 21

The Hindu Editorial Analysis
January 2020


The other draws are science projects and innovations by schoolchildren and stalls
showcasing scientific work being done in key national laboratories and institutions.



But there is an unmistakable decay, a choreographed ennui, that has set in. In recent
years, the congress often makes news for becoming a forum for pseudoscience and
less for interesting scientific ideas or demonstrations.



Speakers - some holding distinguished positions in leading universities - have tended
to mix mythology and science and publicise far-fetched assertions: that the Kauravas
were born from stem-cell technology and the Vedas discussed avionics.



While this has eroded the congress’s public image, the government itself does not
seem too keen to vitalise it. The exhibits at several scientific laboratories are re-runs
from old congresses, or from similar and past science fairs.



The Science Congress needs new ideas, and not a mix of myth and pseudoscience.
Many laboratories showcase their work as ‘posters’ rather than actually showing
demonstrations or working inventions.
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Several luminaries of India’s science establishments - the Principal Scientific Adviser,
secretaries from several ministries, the chiefs of major organisations such as ISRO or
the Department of Atomic Energy, who have been fixtures, or have at least had their
organisation present a dedicated talk or session, were absent this year.



It is inevitable that traditions change over time and the relative importance accorded to
institutions wax and wane. However this must make way for inspiring new ideas, or
new models of taking science to the public.



A rising trend in science displays, at museums or exhibitions in many places, is to mix
science and art as well as make interactive displays that encourage audience
engagement. A rebirth, and not a creeping requiem, is what the congress needs.

8) On Spotting an opportunity in changing fundamentals



The “Phase One” trade deal between the United States and China gives both sides a
reprieve, especially since the U.S. stayed its hand in not imposing additional tariffs
worth $160-billion in mid-December. But the rift runs deep. Beyond trade, the chasm
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is growing. A technology war has erupted in the areas of artificial intelligence, digital
space and 5G.


Tensions have risen following the U.S.’s passing of the Hong Kong Human Rights and
Democracy Act of 2019 and the proposed Uighur Act. The slowdown in the global
economy is compounded by the U.S.-China trade war. As more sectors get drawn in,
costs are rising and disrupting global supply chains.



Energy concerns: Slack demand for energy and surplus production mainly by the U.S.
had lowered oil prices, which was good news for India, given its huge imports. Lower
energy prices may help India address its current account deficit.



It can also make India’s export sector more competitive. But oil prices have surged
more than 4% following the U.S. air strike killing Iranian General Qassem Soleimani,
Commander of the Qods Force.



An outbreak of hostilities would send oil prices soaring. Unlike India, China continues
to buy Iranian crude oil and is its largest buyer.



Reports suggest that China will invest $280-billion in developing Iran’s oil, gas and
petrochemicals sectors and even station Chinese security personnel to guard Chinese
projects. Dependence on China prevents Iran from criticising China on its policies in
Xinjiang. In tensions with the U.S., Iran sees in China a sympathiser.



India’s ramped up energy imports from the U.S. are likely to touch $10-billion in
2019-2020. Meanwhile, China’s interest in Saudi Aramco’s initial public offering and
interest in weakening the dollar in the global energy market has grown.



It is forging closer ties with oil producers that are in the U.S.’s cross hairs on human
rights and governance issues. This facilitates its naval presence in the western Indian
Ocean, including the Strait of Hormuz.



On trade: According to a State Bank of India “Ecowrap” report of July 2019, India has
scarcely benefited from U.S.-China trade. Of the $35-billion dip in China’s exports to
the U.S. market in the first half of 2019, about $21-billion (or 62%) was diverted to
other countries.
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The rest, $14-billion, was made good largely by the U.S. producers. Going by a UN
Conference on Trade and Development report of November 2019, additional exports
from India to the U.S. market in the first half of the year due to trade diversion
amounted to only $755-million.



U.S. tariffs on China seem to have made some other players such as Taiwan, Mexico,
Vietnam and the European Union even more competitive.



China is facing a great shortage of pork due to an outbreak of swine flu but India’s
meat exports, primarily buffalo meat, reach China indirectly through Vietnam and the
Philippines, adding to costs and reducing market share.



Besides, India’s pork exports are meagre. China’s ambitious thrust on artificial
intelligence, robotics, autonomous vehicles and space technologies has goaded the
Donald Trump administration into action.
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With tensions rising after the blacklisting of Huawei Technologies by the U.S., the
spectre of a high-tech war looms large. The big three Chinese high-tech companies,
Baidu, Alibaba and Tencent, together poured in $5-billion in Indian startups in 2018.



India could use this opportunity to try and force China to pry open its market to
India’s IT and other tech exports. The U.S.-China high-tech war threatens India’s
strategic autonomy.



Yet India has decided to allow all network equipment makers, including Huawei, to
participate in 5G spectrum trials. The outcome is far from clear. As U.S.-China
tensions drive supply chains out of China, India could emerge as an alternative
destination with the right policies, as Vietnam has done.



Any impact on clean energy targets in China due to U.S. technology restrictions in the
nuclear field could be a setback to efforts to reduce emissions and mitigate climate
change in the entire region.



Denial regimes often spur domestic research and development and if the development
of India’s own missile programme during years of U.S. sanctions is anything to go by,
China may yet succeed in riding out the storm on the technology front.



China claims that the U.S. is behind the disturbances in Hong Kong. There is no sign
of the protests abating. If things turn uglier, India may have to cater to refugees of
Indian origin.



Key regional issues: The situation in the South China Sea is weighted in favour of
China given its fait accompli in occupying several man-made islands.



India has no role in negotiating the “Code of Conduct” with the Association of
Southeast Asian Nations, though it is a participant in the “Quad” dialogue on broader
issues in the Indo-Pacific.



India reserves the right to sail and fly unhindered through the South China Sea in
accordance with the principles of freedom of navigation and over flight.



On connectivity, the U.S.’s position is helpful to India. Recently, the U.S. Principal
Deputy Assistant Secretary, Bureau of South and Central Asian Affairs Alice G. Wells
criticised the China-Pakistan Economic Corridor, which traverses Pakistan Occupied
Kashmir, as eventually worsening Islamabad’s economic troubles.
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India is neither part of the Belt and Road Initiative (BRI) nor the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership. It is absent from the Indo-Pacific Business
Forum created by the U.S., Japan and Australia as also from the Blue Dot network.



A future challenge lies in India having to reconcile its own regional connectivity
initiatives with the BRI projects that have mushroomed in the neighbourhood.



In the ideological battlefield, China’s economic success has emboldened it such that it
challenges the liberal democracy model and offers an alternative developmental model
based on its own system. Overall, the military advances by China notwithstanding,
U.S. defence spending far outstrips China’s budget. Its nuclear arsenal dwarfs that of
China.
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With the creation of a U.S. Space Force as a separate arm under the U.S. Air Force,
the U.S. will seek to increase its superiority in network-centric warfare.



As China’s anxieties in the Asia-Pacific theatre grow, India may yet have to contend
with a greater Chinese military presence on its periphery. The Western Theater
Command created in 2016 is responsible for the border with India.



It is the largest of China’s military regions, and the Tibet Military Command under it
has been accorded a higher status than other provincial commands to widen its scope
for combat preparedness.



U.S.-China rivalry coincides with an upward trajectory in India-U.S. relations. This is
important for equilibrium and multi-polarity in Asia, even as India and China try and
build much-needed trust and cooperation.

9) On US-Iran tensions: Exit Iraq



The vote by Iraqi parliamentarians in favour of a resolution seeking to expel American
troops on Sunday was the first blowback the U.S. faced after it assassinated Iranian
General Qassem Soleimani inside Iraq on Friday.
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The outcome of the vote was expected as the lawmakers were under pressure from
both the public and militias to act against the U.S. after the killing.



The U.S. troops, which are in Iraq on an invitation from the Iraqi government to fight
the Islamic State, have carried out air strikes against Iraqi militias in recent weeks,
without the approval of the Baghdad government.



This triggered public protests and led to the siege of the American Embassy last week.
In an already explosive situation, the killing of Soleimani acted as a catalyst.



The anger among Iraqi lawmakers towards U.S. actions was on full display inside the
Parliament hall on Sunday when they chanted, ‘America out, Baghdad remains free’,
before the voting.



Parliament itself doesn’t have the authority to expel foreign troops. But a resolution
passed in Parliament is a call to the executive branch to act. Iraqi Prime Minister Adil
Abdul-Mahdi, who condemned the killing of Soleimani, has stated unambiguously
that it is time for the Americans to go home.



Government officials have already started working on a memorandum on the legal and
procedural formalities to expel U.S. troops, according to him. Iraq is a crucial ally for
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the U.S. in the war against terrorism in West Asia, and the Trump administration has
nobody to blame but itself for the setback.


It pushed the Iraqis to a point where they had to choose between Tehran and
Washington. And understandably, they picked their powerful neighbour. But U.S.
President Donald Trump still doesn’t seem to be in a mood to listen.



He has threatened Iraq with sanctions and a bill for billions of dollars if the U.S.
troops are forced to pull back. This approach not only violates Iraq’s sovereignty, it
also escalates the situation to a three-cornered crisis involving the U.S., Iraq and Iran.
Mr. Trump is primarily responsible for today’s situation.



His decision to pull the U.S. out of a functioning Iran nuclear deal was the trigger.
When the U.S. reimposed sanctions on Iran, it was up to the other signatories of the
deal - European countries, Russia and China - to save the agreement.



Iran waited for a year before taking countermeasures. But they did nothing, barring
issuing occasional statements in favour of the agreement. Europe, which has good ties
with both the U.S. and Iran, should wake up at least now.
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It should use its diplomatic channels to rein in Mr. Trump and pacify Iran to prevent
an all-out war. As a first step of de-escalation, what Mr. Trump could do is to order his
soldiers to pack their bags and leave Iraq.

10) On the mask of anarchy: JNU violence


Chilling and brutal, the visuals of the rampage of the Jawaharlal Nehru University
(JNU) in New Delhi on Sunday night by a mob of masked criminals will torment the
country’s conscience for a long time to come.



The mob ransacked hostels and grievously wounded students, professors and staff,
going about it all in methodical madness for several hours. Not a single attacker was
detained by the Delhi police, deployed in large numbers outside the campus.



The street lights were turned off and the police personnel appeared to have given
cover for the mob that leisurely walked away with abusive slogans.



This evil will outlive its perpetrators and facilitators; and the night will continue to
haunt India’s dreams to mature itself as a democracy and as a society that treasures its
institutions.

www.chahalacademy.com

Page 31

The Hindu Editorial Analysis
January 2020



The masks notwithstanding, it is not difficult to see the faces behind this outrageous
assault on one of India’s premier institutions where access is not limited by pedigree
or purse.



The Hindutva dispensation’s extreme intolerance towards intellectualism in general,
and institutions in particular, has been on naked display since 2014. JNU has been a
special target, and that itself is telling.



JNU recruits from India’s vast diversity, and offers its students the best opportunity to
develop critical thinking and excel in their chosen paths of life.



This liberating potential and the questioning spirit of JNU has long been reviled by a
political project that seeks to erase the distinction between myth and history; faith and
fanaticism; and criticism and subversion.



The charge that the Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad, the student outfit of the
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), led this violence is credible, unless the serious
injuries suffered by the students and teachers were self-inflicted.
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The list is long of those who stood behind the masks, and some of the faces are
recognisable. The JNU’s administration and its Vice Chancellor M. Jagadesh Kumar
have not merely failed in their duty as teachers and guardians; they have come across
as desecrators of a place whose sanctity they were ordained to protect.



The Delhi police, under its current Commissioner Amulya Patnaik, which had shown
such alacrity in enforcing order recently that they stormed the library of Jamia Millia
Islamia, stood by not as bystanders but as collaborators.



Though they did not wear masks, they had their identities concealed by not wearing
name badges. The Delhi administration apparently concluded that they had no
responsibility whatsoever.



The JNU attack couldn’t have been carried out without the connivance of those in
power. There is little credence to the vague words of protest coming from some BJP
functionaries and Ministers.



The only way the Centre and Prime Minister Narendra Modi can prove that this
mayhem was not sanctioned is to come down heavily on the police inaction and bring
the mobsters to exemplary justice.
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11) On the design flaw with the cds post



War and the West: During the locust years of Great Britain, an issue that received
consideration was the British higher command and control structures. With the
declaration of the Second World War, the onus for the higher direction of war fell to
the remit of the War Cabinet serviced by the Chiefs of Staff Committee.



The scale of the First World War underscored the command and control dilemmas of
concurrent conflicts playing out simultaneously in multiple theatres of conflict.



The British legislative system functioned through the Second World War. Winston
Churchill, as Prime Minister, was given supreme powers but stayed accountable to
Parliament through the War Cabinet.



He assumed the portfolio of Minister for Defence, with the resultant duty of
overseeing the British War effort. This allowed him, as Chairperson of Chiefs of Staff
Committee, to exercise both tactical and strategic options.
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After the United States entered the war, following the Pearl Harbor attack, an
integrated command became the norm during the Second World War as diverse allies
including the Soviet Union had to work in unison.



A unified command required a single commander liable to the joint chiefs of staff
supported by a joint staff and exerting command over all constituents of his allocated
force irrespective of their service.



After the war ended and the world split into two ideological blocs, General Dwight D.
Eisenhower became the First North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) supreme
commander while political power was vested in the NATO Council.



The First Supreme Commander of the Warsaw Pact Forces was Marshal Ivan Konev,
while de-facto political authority resided with the General Secretary of the Soviet
Union in Moscow.



The United States, vide the National Security Act 1947, established the Joint Chiefs of
Staff. They were jointly tasked to be Military Advisers to the President and the
Secretary of Defence.



Despite the experience of the Second World War, they chose not to appoint a Chief of
Defence Staff (CDS). The U.S. amended this structure vide the Goldwater–Nichols
Act in 1986 by having a chairperson and vice-chairperson of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.



The Joint Chiefs in unison are again the principal military advisers to the government.
There is no CDS. The military chain of command runs directly from the theatre
commanders through a civilian Defence Secretary to the President.



However, Britain, conversely in 1959, created a Chief of the Defence Staff. Air Chief
Marshal Sir William Dickson became the first CDS after serving as the rotational
chairperson of the Chiefs of Staff Committee. Was it required or was it the hubris of a
declining power - the jury is still out on that.



The outline for India: In India, ‘in 1947, Lord Ismay, the Chief of Staff to Lord
Mountbatten, Governor General of India, recommended a three-tier higher defence
management structure to Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru.



Three committees were constituted: the defence committee of cabinet presided over by
the Prime Minister; the Defence Minister’s Committee chaired by the Defence
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Minister, and the Chiefs of Staff Committee integrated into the military wing of the
Cabinet Secretariat. The chair of the committee was rotational, with the Service Chief
longest in the committee becoming the chairperson’.


This procedure operated into ‘the middle of the 1950s despite the Commander-inChief only being an invitee to the Defence Committee of Cabinet. The designation of
the Commander in-Chief of the three services was consciously altered to Chiefs of
Staff in 1955. After the 1962 Sino-Indian war, the Defence Committee of the Cabinet
first morphed into the Emergency Committee of Cabinet and then later into the
Cabinet Committee on Political Affairs’. It is now the Cabinet Committee on Security,
or CCS. This system has served India well over the years.



On December 24, 2019, a Press Information Bureau release on the Cabinet clearing
the appointment of a Chief of Defence Staff (CDS)said: “The following areas will be
dealt by the Department of Military Affairs headed by CDS: The Armed Forces of the
Union, namely, the Army, the Navy and the Air Force. Integrated Headquarters of the
Ministry of Defence comprising Army Headquarters, Naval Headquarters, Air
Headquarters and Defence Staff Headquarters.
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The Territorial Army. Works relating to the Army, the Navy and the Air Force.
Procurement exclusive to the Services except capital acquisitions, as per prevalent
rules and procedures.”



It added, “The Chief of Defence Staff, apart from being the head of the Department of
Military Affairs, will also be the Permanent Chairman of the Chiefs of Staff
Committee. He will act as the Principal Military Adviser to the Raksha Mantri [RM]
on all tri-Services matters.



The three Chiefs will continue to advise RM on matters exclusively concerning their
respective Services. CDS will not exercise any military command, including over the
three Service Chiefs, so as to be able to provide impartial advice to the political
leadership.”



A subordination: Herein lies the contradiction and the design flaw. As Secretary in
charge of the Department of Military Affairs (DMA) and having superintendence over
the Indian Army, Indian Navy and Indian Air Force, there would be an implied
subordination of the three service chiefs to the CDS notwithstanding any declaration
to the contrary.



As Secretary of the DMA, the CDS is tasked with facilitating the restructuring of
military commands, bringing about jointness in operations including through the
establishment of joint/theatre commands.



Creating a Chief of Defence Staff is problematic; it also erodes civilian supremacy
over the defence establishment. This will invariably encroach upon the domain of the
service chiefs.



The CDS, as Permanent Chairperson of Joint Chiefs of Staff Committee, would
outrank the three service chiefs even though theoretically all are four star. Moreover
the advice of the CDS could override the advice of the respective Service Chiefs on
critical tactical and perhaps even strategic issues.



With the creation of the DMA on most issues, the reporting structure of the three
services to the Defence Minister would now be through the CDS; if not immediately it
would become the norm over time.
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Even today while in theory the service chiefs report directly to the Defence Minister,
in practice all files and decisions are routed through the Defence Secretary. However
most problematic is the erosion of civilian supremacy over the defence establishment
in the Ministry of Defence itself.



This impacts on the first principles of constitutionalism and has implications for our
democratic polity also. Sophistry is being employed to suggest that the Secretary
DMA would be in charge of military affairs and the Defence Secretary would look
after the ‘defence of the realm’.



The fact is that the defence of India is managed by the three services who would now
report to the DMA. Creating a Chief of Defence Staff is problematic; it also erodes
civilian supremacy over the defence establishment.



Since the DMA would exercise control over the three services, it virtually makes the
CDS the ‘Supreme Commander of the Indian Armed Forces’. A new czar has risen.
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12) On Retrieving ideas of democracy and nation



Within much of modern Indian thought, the idea of India as a nation implied the
assumption that it would invariably be a democracy - i.e., India realising itself or
constituting itself as a nation will necessarily do so as a democracy.



The relationship between the two was not problematised. There were some exceptions
though: the Gandhians laid stress on Swaraj but this idea, while not being not opposed
to democracy, did not directly connote self-rule of the citizen-community.



The socialists and communists who were interested in the idea of democracy, and
uncoupling it from the idea of nation, tended to lay stress on the economic
prerequisites and redistribution of power to realise the former.



There were some thinkers such as V.D. Savarkar who argued that the idea of nation
took shape in India in the epochal past, but they dwelt little on democracy. Some
Islamic scholars such as Maulana Maududi introduced concepts such as “theodemocracy”, i.e., the mode of self-rule where believers ordain their common affairs
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But apart from the hierarchisation and exclusion such a conception threw up, it was
hardly linked to the idea of nation as a bond or fellowship that marks it off from every
other kindred entity.



There were those who thought through the lens of caste, examples being E.V.
Ramaswami Naicker, K.M. Panikkar and B.R. Ambedkar and also Adivasi leaders
such as Jaipal Singh, who argued that the idea of nation has to be profoundly
rethought in India and that such rethinking was needed to foreground democracy in an
anticipatory mode.



While posing the relation between the ideas of the nation and democracy before the
emerging public in India in this fashion is a gross simplification, and the arguments
that people made and the positions they took were far more complex.



This debate came to an abrupt end, or merely became the ideological fixtures of
political parties, once India embraced constitutional democracy and held periodic
elections under universal adult franchise.



Interestingly, certain measures that the current government has embraced in the name
of constitutional rectitude have reopened new fissures within the Indian body polity.



It has made it imperative that we reopen the relation between the nation and
democracy in India afresh even to sustain meaningful versions of constitutional
democracy and periodic elections.



Trajectory of democracy: There were complex questions that had to be explored in the
wake of Independence, and particularly following Partition. One was if India is a
nation, what kind of a nation is it?



If democracy is the mode of political association of this nation, what kind of
democracy is conducive to it? However, giving short shrift to these questions, an
amazing constitutional architecture came to be put in place.



Amid a setting of bewildering social diversity and inequalities, India stepped into
holding periodic elections on the basis of universal adult franchise.



The elite who were at the helm of operationalising constitutional democracy and
periodic franchise made some place for diversity and preferential considerations to the
disadvantaged in the Indian public.
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Some were aware of the course such a complex constitutional and institutional ship
was to set sail in and were apprehensive of its future course. Others wished it bon
voyage for a variety of reasons including utility calculations.



Whichever way one looked at it through a phalanx of institutions dovetailed to
constitutional democracy and periodic elections, the elite thought the future of India
lay in operationalising a set course of action rather than rethinking its foundations.



The course of action that India took came to be theorised by the likes of the late Rajni
Kothari who argued that democracy is alive and kicking by accommodating diversity
within the policy-making process through a distinct type of party system, that he
termed one-party dominance.



There was much claptrap that came from elsewhere too. Comparativists such as Atul
Kohli argued that India demonstrated “a delicate balance” between “forces of
centralization and decentralization” and “the interests of the powerful” have been
pursued “without fully excluding the weaker groups”.



Consociationalists such as Arend Lijphart thought that the Indian case demonstrated
that democracy is viable - in spite of diversity and inequality - if it accommodates
them in the governing institutions of a polity.



These arguments came to be profoundly qualified by their proponents later, in the
context of the failure or inadequacy of these institutions, and the rise of powerful
dissent movements from below.



However, their emphasis remained on rectification of the course and the institutions
and policy measures arising there from, rather than envisaging the future of India
beyond these confines.



A notion of the nation: The rise of the ruling party has placed a particular notion of the
nation on the political agenda, and it has sought to refract constitutional democracy
and elections through it.



It has confined constitutional democracy to the bare letter of the law and periodic
elections to merely sub serve a majority in the House. In the process it has shorn them
off from even residual considerations of democracy as the self-rule of the citizen
community and the nation as the outcome of this process.
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One of the most ominous expressions of the Bharatiya Janata Party’s version of the
nation is found in the Citizenship (Amendment) Act, 2019, or the CAA, 2019 and the
National Register of Citizens, allegedly on the anvil but officially denied in the face of
widespread resistance.



Several commentators have already pointed out that the CAA calls into question the
foundations of citizenship in India, the role and place of the majority in a political
democracy and minority rights and reorders them to suit the notion of the nation the
current ruling dispensation cherishes.



How do we go about retrieving ideas of democracy and nation authentic to our
context? One route leading to the same is subjecting the demands that the popular
upsurge has voiced after the dilution of Article 370 of the Indian Constitution



Particularly following the enactment of the CAA, to reflective consideration. There are
many angularities to the popular upsurge of the scale that we are witnessing in India
today.



But certain issues stand out if we read the kind of slogans that have been voiced, the
songs that reverberate, paintings and plays that hold the crowds in rapt attention, and
the extent and intensity of participation, and connect them to the popular demands that
have been voiced by the very same people overtime.



In the Northeast, there is a widespread feeling that the CAA has watered down the
autonomy that they sought for their culture, language, and land rights and very
forcefully voiced before the Bordoloi Committee of the Constituent Assembly.



The large-scale participation of Muslims in this upsurge demonstrates that they do not
want to be kept out but be treated as equal citizens. There is universal outrage about
the communication blockade in the Kashmir Valley.



But what is more is the participation of the rest, especially students in this movement.
They seem to be saying: We do not want you to shove down our throat your pet
notions of the nation and rules.



Stop befuddling us with your doubletalk. There are matters of much more profound
concern and urgency that we need to put upfront, and since they can be pursued only
together, we need to reopen a conversation across our divides.
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The nation can only be that big and small that such a conversation affords. While this
popular upsurge does not give us a full-blown ideal of democracy that we wish to be
and the image of the nation it recasts, the indicators are all there to see.



There is a surplus in the ideas of nation and democracy that formal rules of law and
modes of representation can never exhaust, and you cannot trump the former by
invoking the latter.

13) On govt projecting slower GDP growth: Reality check



The government’s advance estimates for economic output and growth for the fiscal
year ending in March may raise eyebrows, but only for the wrong reasons.



The National Statistical Office (NSO) has estimated that Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) will expand by 5% in the 12-month period, in line with the Reserve Bank of
India’s sharp downward revision last month in its full-year growth forecast - from
6.1% projected earlier, to 5%.



The NSO’s estimate is a full 2 percentage points lower than the 7% figure that the
Economic Survey had projected on the eve of the newly elected government’s annual
Budget in July, reflecting the continued sharp slide in momentum.
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However, disconcertingly, even the latest growth assumption appears grounded more
on optimism than on real hard data. Misplaced optimism needs to cede ground to
tangible policy interventions.



Given that the pace of growth slumped to a six-and-a-half year low of 4.5% in the
second quarter, thus dragging the first half’s expansion to 4.8%, the statistics office’s
projection for the full year assumes that the economy will expand by a healthier 5.2%
pace in the October-March six-month period.



It is this premise that is hard to square with all the macro-economic data available so
far, as well as the assumed estimates for the key expenditure components that together
total up to the overall GDP.



Take for instance the very cornerstone of demand in the economy, private
consumption expenditure, the NSO’s projection assumes that consumers would go out
and spend an additional Rs.4.77 lakh crore, or almost 12% more, in the second half,
than what they had spent in the preceding six months.
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Not only do most high-frequency indicators, including automobile sales, belie this
assumption, even the RBI’s consumer confidence survey points to a decline in nonessential consumption compared to a year ago.



The NSO’s estimates also paint a picture of a distinct uptick in the final six months of
the current fiscal in a key sector. Manufacturing, which contracted 0.2% in gross value
added terms in the first half, is now posited to turn around and post a 2% expansion
for the full 12 months.



This projected revival in the crucial job generating sector again appears premised
more on wishful thinking given that industrial output data from October showed the
sector having shrunk by 2.1% from a year earlier.



With private investment activity still becalmed - full-year growth in Gross Fixed
Capital Formation is estimated at just about 1% compared with 10% in the last fiscal and a significant shortfall in revenue receipts leaving the government little room to
bump up its own spending within the constraints of the budgeted fiscal deficit target, it
may be time for radical solutions.



And with the clouds of conflict darkening over the crucial energy supplying West
Asian region, India’s economy will be even more vulnerable now to another oil price
shock. Clearly, it is time to expedite tangible policy interventions.
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14) On U.S.-Iran conflict: From the brink of war



The latest spell of conflict between the U.S. and Iran turned full circle on Wednesday
when Tehran launched ballistic missile attacks at American troops in two military
bases in Iraq in retaliation for the assassination of Maj. Gen. Qassem Soleimani.



In its first direct attack on U.S. forces, Iran targeted Erbil, the capital of the Iraqi
Kurdistan in the north, and Al-Asad in the west, which is some 400 km away from the
Iranian border.



The attacks were both an act of retaliation and a show of its capability. Foreign
Minister Javad Zarif invoked Article 51 of the UN Charter, which allows memberstates to take military actions in self defence if they come under attack.
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He said Iran has taken and concluded “proportionate measures in self-defence”, which
can be interpreted that Iran is now ready for de-escalation. The man who is primarily
responsible for the current explosive situation is U.S. President Donald Trump.



His decision to kill Soleimani, a top Iranian military leader who commanded the elite
Qods Force for over two decades, in the Iraqi capital, was practically an act of war,
forcing the Islamic regime to respond.



However, despite the wide range of rhetoric issued by Iranian military leaders and
hard-line politicians, what Tehran actually did was to launch a calculated, limited
strike. It is as much an act of revenge as an opportunity for de-escalation.



The Pentagon’s assessments suggested there were no American casualties and only
minimal damage in the attacks. Mr. Trump, in his response later on Wednesday, has
signalled that he was backing away from further conflicts with Iran.



If the U.S. had responded with air strikes or missile attacks inside Iran, it could have
triggered further attacks from Iran, setting off a cycle of violence and aggression. A
direct shooting match between the U.S. and Iran would have been disastrous for the
whole of West Asia.
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Iran may be a weaker power compared to America’s conventional military might, but
it is a formidable rival. It not only has ballistic missiles and a wide range of rockets
but also a host of militias under its command across the region.



It could have made an invasion and air strikes on its territories extremely costly for the
U.S. and its allies. It could also have disrupted global oil supply by attacking the Gulf
waterways.



By any assessment, a direct war would have been catastrophic. Mr. Trump did well to
step back and not push the Gulf region into a disastrous cycle of violence and
destruction.



The international community should now push for a diplomatic settlement of the crisis
and find ways to revive the nuclear deal which could bring long-term peace to the
Gulf. And Iran should seize this opportunity for de-escalation.
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1) On Australia wildfires: A continent on fire


Australia’s catastrophic fire season that began in August last year is unprecedented,
and has caused large scale destruction, mainly in New South Wales (NSW) and
Queensland.



Fire is no stranger to the dry continent’s woodlands, but the inferno this time has
devastated over 10 million hectares of land, killing at least 25 people and tens of
millions of animals, besides forcing the evacuation of entire communities.



Shocking images of kangaroos burnt in their tracks as they tried to flee and koalas
desperately escaping the fire are indelibly imprinted in the consciousness of people
around the world.



This is a moment of reckoning for Australia. The government of Prime Minister Scott
Morrison, who has sought to downplay the impact of changing climate, is struggling to
pacify angry citizens who are calling for a reconsideration of the country’s
relationship with fossil fuels. Warnings have been sounded by scientists that even
with a global average temperature rise of 1°C, the raging fires have engulfed an area
the size of Switzerland.
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In a world set to warm at least half a degree more in coming decades, Australia’s
encounters with devastating fires could become more frequent, perhaps even once in
eight years, making large parts of the continent uninhabitable. The current fire season
presents a cross-roads, and a wise choice would be to move to a greener future, one
that strengthens an already diverse economy through innovation.



As scientists have been pointing out for years, the coal industry has a sway over
politics in Australia that is disproportionate to its share of economic production. This
was evident when Mr. Morrison held up a big piece of the black rock in Parliament in
a gesture to highlight its economic importance.



The display may have reassured the mining industry, which has torpedoed a profits tax
in the past, but it shocked researchers who worry about greenhouse gas emissions
increasing in Australia, and in countries to which it exports the fuel.



Credentialled specialists at the country’s Climate Council have had to crowdsource
funds to continue their work after the official Climate Commission was shut down by
the government six years ago.

www.chahalacademy.com

Page 51

The Hindu Editorial Analysis
January 2020





Today, they are raising the alarm over the lowest ever rainfall recorded in parts of
NSW and Queensland, and high peak temperatures, producing a tinderbox effect
across the large Murray-Darling Basin.
The situation is bound to worsen without policy change, as temperatures are predicted
to soar to 50°C. Over the past half century, the number of hot days and very hot days
each year have steadily increased.
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It would be tragic if this scientific insight is ignored. Long-term prosperity for
Australians and a future for its charismatic animals can be secured only through
policies that foster environmental protection.

15) On Cabinet easing mining laws: Mining deep



The Centre’s decision to liberalise norms for entry into coal mining and relax
regulations on mining and selling coal in the country is significant in many respects.



Amendments to two legacy Acts through the Mineral Laws (Amendment) Ordinance
2020 cleared by the Cabinet on Wednesday will free the sector from restrictions that
were inhibiting its development.



This will open up the coal mining sector completely, enabling anyone with finances
and expertise to bid for blocks and sell the coal freely to any buyer of their choice.
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Until now there were restrictions on who could bid for coal mines - only those in
power, iron and steel and coal washery business could bid for mines - and the bidders
needed prior experience of mining in India.



This effectively limited the potential bidders to a select circle of players and thus
limited the value that the government could extract from the bidding. Second, end-use
restrictions inhibited the development of a domestic market for coal.



The ordinance essentially democratises the coal industry and makes it attractive for
merchant mining companies, including multinationals such as BHP and Rio Tinto, to
look at India.



The move was overdue considering that the country spent a huge Rs.1,71,000 crore in
coal imports last year to buy 235 million tonnes; of that, 100 million tonnes was not
substitutable, as the grade was not available in India, but the balance 135 million
tonnes could have been substituted by domestic production had it been available.



Large investment in mining will create jobs and set off demand in critical sectors such
as mining equipment and heavy commercial vehicles. The country may also benefit
from infusion of sophisticated mining technology, especially for underground mines,
if multinationals decide to invest.
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However, for that to happen, the government needs to do more such as whittling the
time taken for approvals of mining leases and also easing the procedures for
clearances.



The test would come when 46 producing mines, whose leases expire in March, come
up for bidding shortly. The opening up of coal mining effectively ends Coal India’s
(CIL) monopoly status.



Coal Minister Pralhad Joshi took care to emphasise that CIL has been and will be
allotted adequate blocks and that it will be supported and the interests of labourers will
be taken care of.



The company has been set a target of one billion tonnes production by 2023-24 - last
year, it produced 606 million tonnes. CIL is a Maharatna PSU and tremendous public
resources have been invested in the company over the years.



While opening up the coal mining sector, the govt. must protect the interests of Coal
India. It is the government’s responsibility to ensure that CIL is not compromised the
way BSNL has been by the opening up to private players.



The company employs about three lakh people, is listed and is a national asset. It has
to be nurtured even as private players are welcomed.

16) On risk of international spread of poliovirus: A health emergency
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Based on the risk of international spread of poliovirus, the World Health Organization
announced on January 7 that polio will continue to remain a Public Health Emergency
of International Concern (PHEIC) for three months.



The decision was taken based on the recommendation of the emergency committee
under the international health regulations that assessed the situation last month. The
committee arrived at the unanimous decision based on the “rising risk” of international
spread of wild poliovirus type-1.



Polio was declared as PHEIC in 2014 and has continued to remain one since then.
There were 156 cases of wild polio type-1 cases in 2019 compared with 28 in 2018.
With 128 cases, Pakistan accounted for the most number of cases, while Afghanistan
reported 28 cases.



Besides the four-fold increase in cases, there were instances of the wild type-1 virus
getting exported from Pakistan to Iran and Afghanistan, as also on the spread from
Afghanistan to Pakistan. In addition to the virus causing polio in children, it was found
in the environment in Pakistan and, to a lesser extent, in Afghanistan.



This is particularly a concern as the number of children not vaccinated in Afghanistan
has been increasing. In 2018, a total of 8,60,000 children in Afghanistan did not
receive polio vaccine due to security threats.
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The situation did not improve in 2019 and, as a result, a large cohort of children in the
southern region of the country remains unprotected. Therefore, even other parts of the
country that have been free of the virus in the past are at risk of outbreaks.



An equally disturbing development is on the outbreak of vaccine-derived poliovirus
cases in 16 countries; in all, there were 249 vaccine-derived poliovirus cases in 2019.
Surprisingly, of them, only 30 were in countries where vaccine-derived poliovirus is
endemic.



“The rapid emergence of multiple circulating vaccine-derived poliovirus type-2 strains
in several countries is unprecedented and very concerning, and not yet fully
understood,” the committee noted. But, not a single case of vaccine-derived poliovirus
was reported from Afghanistan, while Pakistan had just 12 cases.



In comparison, the number of cases in Angola was 86 and the Democratic Republic of
the Congo was 63. While Nigeria reported 18 cases of vaccine-derived poliovirus, not
a single case of wild poliovirus type-1 has been reported from the country for over
three years; the last reported case was in August 2016.



A country is said to have eradicated polio when no new case of wild poliovirus is
reported for three successive years. Nigeria is all set to be declared as having
eradicated polio this year, and in turn, the entire African region will become free of
wild poliovirus.
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17) On validity of J&K curbs: Eloquently reticent


If enunciating the law and laying down norms for the exercise of executive power
were the only functions of a constitutional court, the Supreme Court’s verdict on the
prolonged lockdown in Jammu and Kashmir (J&K) is indeed admirable.



However, the apex court is also a court of justice, one duty-bound to enforce
fundamental rights. It cannot limit itself to opinions on the extent to which those rights
can be restricted. It has to give effect to the principles it enunciates and rule whether
the state violated the fundamental rights of its citizens.



The disappointing aspect of the verdict is the court’s failure to give a ruling on the
validity of the government’s actions. It fails to hold the government to account for the
manner in which it exercised its powers. It states categorically that an indefinite ban
on the Internet is impermissible, but fails to direct the restoration of services.



When it says Section 144 of the Code of Criminal Procedure “cannot be used as a tool
to prevent the legitimate expression of opinion or grievance or exercise of any
democratic rights”.
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It makes a comment worthy of being treasured in these times of frequent resort to that
section. Yet, the court does not go beyond directing the authorities to review all their
orders and restrictions forthwith.



There are indeed valuable takeaways from the judgment. A key holding is that the use
of the Internet as a medium for free speech as well as for trade and commerce is
constitutionally protected.



It also lays down that any reasonable restriction on fundamental rights, be it an
Internet ban or a Section 144 order, will have to survive the test of proportionality, that
is, the restriction should be proportionate to the necessity for such a measure.



At the same time, it cautions against the “excessive utility” of the proportionality
doctrine in matters of national security. Of great value to future challenges to
executive action is the principle that there can be no ‘secret orders’.



Having rejected the government’s stand that it could not produce all the orders on the
restrictions imposed since August 4, 2019, the court fails to strike them down on that
ground. After all, it concurrently says every order imposing a restriction should state
the reason, the exigency that necessitated it and the features that make it clear that it is
the least intrusive measure.
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While ruling against indefinite Internet bans, SC fails to decide on the validity of J&K
curbs. The absence of such order in the public domain is evidence that the state failed
to demonstrate its necessity.



It is a sign of the success of the ‘national security’ narrative that undergirds the
government’s position on J&K that an apex court judgment in a fundamental rights
case appears to have the character of an advisory opinion.

18) On NCRB’s Crime in India Report 2018: Matter of interpretation


Only three months after the release of the much delayed “Crime in India report” for
2017, the National Crime Records Bureau’s 2018 report was unveiled last week.



While the fact that this document has been made available so soon should be
welcomed, this report, as with those for earlier years, carries the caveat that crime
records and statistics are only as good as their reporting.
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Some States are better than others in tracking and registering crimes. This is why
Kerala and the National Capital Region having the highest crime rates in the country 1463.2 per one lakh population and 1342.5, respectively - is also a reflection of the
fact that crime reporting, follow-up and subsequent steps in trial and punishment are
much better undertaken in these two States/UTs.



Yet, what should be worrying for the capital city region is that unlike Kerala, the
number of cognisable crimes has steadily increased to 2,62,612 in 2018 from 2,16,920
in 2016.
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Better reporting could also perhaps explain why there is a 15% increase in the total
crimes against women across all States, but the fact that this number went up by 66%
in a large State such as Uttar Pradesh must be cause for concern. Conversely, crimes
against women fell 20.8% after reaching a peak number of 17,222 in Delhi.



It is well understood that the protests against the gangrape in Delhi in 2012 had
significantly contributed to greater reporting of crimes against women. The fall in
these numbers, corresponding to the general increase in crimes, could reflect the
outcomes of better gender sensitisation in the capital region.



Unlike crime numbers that are difficult to interpret due to registration and policing
issues, the number of murders across States is a stark reflection of violent crime.



The finding in the 2017 NCRB report that north-eastern States such as Arunachal
Pradesh, Assam, Tripura and Meghalaya have a relatively higher murder rate
compared to most States bears itself out in 2018 as well.



Other States which have a worrisome record here include Jharkhand (4.6 murders per
one lakh population, the highest in the country) and Haryana (3.9). Among cities,
Patna (4.4) has an egregious murder rate.



While protests and violence related to them have occupied the news cycle in the last
month or so, data from the report suggest that there has been a marginal decrease in
the total cases related to rioting from 2016 (61,974) to 2018 (57,828).



Cases related to caste and communal/religious riots, political violence and agrarian
conflicts registered a dip while there was an increase in industrial rioting and other
personal disputes. Overall crime rate in India in 2018 increased marginally since 2016.



Among cases registered as “offences against the State”, there has been an ominous
increase under “sedition” with the number of those booked in 2018 double that of
2016, even as most such cases under this section came under the “Prevention of
Damage of Public Property Act”; Tamil Nadu and Uttar Pradesh led with nearly half
of the overall cases.
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19) On Iran shooting down Ukraine plane: Man-made disaster



The shooting down of a passenger plane by Iran’s military on Wednesday, a few hours
after it launched missile attacks on U.S. troops in Iraq, is the most tragic outcome of
the recent spike in U.S.-Iran tensions.



The Ukrainian jet with 176 aboard was hit by an Iranian surface-to-air missile shortly
after it took off from Tehran’s Imam Khomeini Airport.



After initially rejecting western assertion that an Iranian missile brought down the
plane, Tehran on Saturday said one of its soldiers fired the missile, mistaking the jet
for an enemy aircraft “as it turned to a sensitive area”.



This is not the first time U.S.-Iran tensions have led to an aviation disaster. In 1988, in
the last stage of the Iran-Iraq war, a U.S. Navy warship shot down an Iran Air flight
over the Gulf, killing all 290 passengers.



Then the U.S. troops said they mistook the plane for a military aircraft that was going
to attack the ship. Iran says the same today. In both incidents, innocents, who did not
have anything to do with the conflict, became victims.
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This time it was U.S. President Donald Trump’s reckless decision to assassinate
Soleimani that pushed both countries to the brink of a war. After launching missiles at
U.S. troops in Iraq in retaliation for the General’s killing, Iran’s missile defence
systems were on high alert, anticipating retaliatory American air strikes.



Iran blames “human error” for the attack on the passenger plane. But whatever the
context is, it cannot abdicate responsibility for what happened. Ukraine International
Airlines says the flight took off after clearance from the airport.



The airline also rejects the Iranian military’s claim that the plane veered off its route.
Iran’s admission and apology is a step in the right direction. But it should carry out,
along with international investigators, a thorough probe into what led to the
“accident”, and punish whoever is responsible for the “human error”.



Such mistakes are unacceptable even in war. Iran should have put in place the highest
safety measures and followed international protocols while preparing itself for enemy
retaliation. Clearly it did not do so & innocent people paid a price for Iran’s mistake.



Both Iran and the U.S. should also ask themselves whether the confrontational path
they have chosen since Mr. Trump unilaterally pulled the U.S. out of the Iran nuclear
deal, in May 2018, was worth the risk.
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Both countries were on the brink of an all-out war early this week. At least 226
people, mostly Iranians, have already lost their lives in tragedies related to the
Soleimani killing (over 50 were killed in a stampede at the funeral).



Iran should have had safety steps for civilian aircraft while preparing for enemy
retaliation. If Iran is sincere in its apology, it should not only unearth what happened
and punish the culprits but also take immediate steps to reduce tensions with the U.S.
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20) On concerns about CAA: Unhelpful combativeness



Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s statement that the Citizenship (Amendment) Act,
2019, or CAA, 2019, intended only to grant citizenship to a certain class of people,
and not to deny citizenship to anyone is factually accurate.



But his extrapolation that hence the Act’s critics are misinformed is unfounded and
misleading. The concern expressed by many is not that it allows citizenship to people
escaping persecution from neighbouring countries.



On the contrary the fundamental opposition to the law is that it does so in a
discriminatory and inadequate manner. The CAA introduces a religious test in
classifying victims of persecution, and granting them citizenship in a secular republic.



The one strand of opposition, among indigenous communities in the Northeastern
States, is indeed against granting citizenship rights to anyone, regardless of religion.



Mr. Modi appeared to be eager to pacify them, as he should be, by reiterating that
safeguards are being included in the law to protect the cultural and linguistic rights of
indigenous groups.
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When it comes to addressing the legitimate and well-founded concerns of
constitutional experts, the Opposition and several State governments, he tends to turn
unhelpfully combative.



If Mr. Modi and his colleagues are genuinely concerned that there is misinformation,
they must reach out to the critics rather than disparage them.



Instead, party functionaries have latched on to the situation as yet another opportunity
for political propaganda, a communal one at that, and launched a marathon
monologue.



If the CAA’s provisions reflect the BJP’s Hindutva philosophy, the straw man
argument further accentuates it. The suggestion is that the CAA’s opponents are
opposed to giving refuge to persecuted Hindu, Sikh, Buddhist, Jain, and Christian
minorities from Pakistan, Afghanistan and Bangladesh, which they are not.



The CAA’s rationale is that these countries have a state religion, and religious
minorities face persecution. But persecution need not be only religious in nature. In Sri
Lanka, Tamils have suffered in the hands of establishment & the dominant Sinhalas.
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Moreover, Islamic sects, Shias and Ahmadiyyas, and non-believers that have come
under attack in these three countries are denied the benefit under the CAA for no
logical reason.



The explanation that the current CAA is only remedying a grievance left over by
Partition is unconvincing. Afghan refugees should not have qualified by that
reasoning.



In truth, the popular suspicion of the government’s intent draws from its political
rhetoric and the link between a National Register of Indian Citizens and the CAA that
its functionaries repeatedly seek to forge.



Critics have laid out their concerns regarding the CAA; it is the government that needs
to explain its position. By repeatedly misinterpreting the concerns, the government
betrays an unwillingness to engage on the issue.

21) On ruling party's win in Taiwan: Vote for status quo


Taiwan’s pro-democracy President Tsai Ing-wen’s re-election, with a record mandate
since the country’s first direct elections of 1996, could further strain ties with China.
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Ms. Tsai’s Democratic Progressive Party (DPP) suffered major losses in the 2018
local elections, but on Saturday, she took over 57% of the vote against her challenger,
Han Kuo-yu of the Kuomintang party, which once ruled in China before moving to
Taiwan.



Opposition to Beijing’s one-country two-systems policy has long defined the ruling
DPP. The Hong Kong protests have only served to bring into sharp relief the
consolidation of democracy and sovereignty in Taiwan ahead of the weekend’s
elections.



Indeed, the Opposition’s landslide victory in Hong Kong’s local elections in
November added momentum to Ms. Tsai’s own prospects. In a campaign marred by
allegations of Chinese fake news and social media trolls on DPP candidates.



She was subject to attacks on the authenticity of her degree from the London School of
Economics, which the latter has confirmed. Also, the ruling party’s consolidation has
coincided with the emergence of an assertive China, and with attempts of U.S.
President Trump to use Taipei as a bargaining chip in his trade war with China.
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Taiwan’s future remains unfinished business for China’s President Xi Jinping, who, in
October, presided over the 70th anniversary of the revolution. He has in the recent past
declared his intention to use force to unify Taiwan with the mainland.



For his part, Mr. Trump departed from protocol after his election when he received
Ms. Tsai’s congratulatory call. Recent U.S. legislation to promote Taipei relations did
not go down well in Beijing.



China has meanwhile leveraged its economic clout to influence much of Africa and
Latin America to withhold recognition to Taiwan as a sovereign state. According
formal recognition to the island nation’s official name, the Republic of China, is
among the DPP’s conditions for initiating dialogue with Beijing.



A ratcheting of the rhetoric by Taipei and Beijing is more likely now. But it is unlikely
that Mr. Xi would want to risk global recrimination from any aggressive military
display either against Taiwan or Hong Kong.



Taiwan’s zealous defence of its market economy and democratic freedoms may not
seem compatible with the China model of state-sponsored capitalism and one-party
rule. Yet, it may not be too fanciful to imagine the establishment of a possible modus
vivendi, built on the mutual interest on either side to maintain the operation of market
forces. A resolution of the historic dispute could be long-drawn.
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The ruling party’s win in Taiwan will make the dispute with China more difficult to
resolve. But a constructive and democratic international response would be for the big
powers to desist from exploiting the situation to promote their own interests.

22) On rise of consumer price inflation: Inflation shocker


The inflation devil is back and at the wrong time. The 7.35% rise in consumer price
inflation in December is a shocker even to those who were prepared for an elevated
level of inflation in the backdrop of the rise in prices of food commodities in general,
and the astronomical rise in the price of onions, in particular.



The disturbing December print has set off fears over whether India is entering a period
of slow growth accompanied by high inflation, in other words, stagflation. Such fears
have to be weighed against a few facts. First, the headline inflation number is driven
mainly by food inflation at 14.12% - was 10.01% in Nov and -2.65% in Dec 2018.
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While onion was the prime villain pushing up price inflation in vegetables to a huge
60.50% compared to December 2018, prices of other food items such as meat and fish
(up 9.57%), milk (up 4.22%), eggs (up 8.79%) and some pulses were also on the
upswing.



These are a largely seasonal rise in prices and are driven mainly by supply-side factors
and the prices will reverse once the supply shortfall is addressed. With growth sagging
and prices rising, the economy is entering a difficult phase.



An analysis by State Bank of India’s research team shows that minus the increase in
prices of onion, potato and ginger, headline CPI inflation would be just 4.48%.
Second, core inflation, which is the one that should be of concern, has only inched up
marginally from 3.5% in November to 3.7% in December.



That said, it would be worrisome indeed if core inflation were to shoot up or if food
inflation does not cool down in the next couple of months. Also, the effects of the
increase in telecom tariffs, rail tickets and in fuel prices need to be closely watched.
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The sharp jump in the CPI has queered the pitch for the Reserve Bank of India’s
monetary policy review in February. The central bank stood pat on rates in the
December policy precisely due to fears of inflation and had even revised upwards its
inflation projection for the second half of the fiscal to 4.7-5.1%.



The December print is way above the monetary policy committee’s (MPC) mandated
limit of 6% (4% plus 2%) which means that a rate cut is pretty much off the table for
now. Yet, with growth sagging, there is pressure on the central bank to cut rates at
least one more time to stimulate growth. It would be interesting to watch the
deliberations of the MPC in February.
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While the market may be prepared to accept a standstill policy for now, any change in
the RBI’s stance from accommodative to neutral may not go down well. A lot would
also depend on the fiscal arithmetic that would emerge from the budget to be
presented on February 1.



Meanwhile, the government should engage all levers to address the supply-side issues
that are behind the rise in food inflation. A calming down of food prices will help the
bank do what the government and markets want - lower rates.

23) On SC's hearing in Sabarimala temple case: Theological thicket


The opening hearing before a nine-judge Supreme Court Bench, constituted to give an
authoritative pronouncement on the nature of religious freedom under the
Constitution, has revealed the conceptual confusion over the reference made to it.



The Bench, headed by the Chief Justice of India, S.A. Bobde, has asked lawyers to
“re-frame” the issues, or add to them, following submissions that the questions framed
by a Bench of five judges were too broad.
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Further, the CJI has clarified that the Court will not be deciding the petitions seeking a
review of the verdict in the Sabarimala temple case. Instead, it would limit itself to
“larger questions” such as the interplay between freedom of religion and other
fundamental rights; and the extent to which courts can probe whether a particular
practice is essential to that religion or not.



At the same time, he has said, “We will decide questions of law on women’s entry into
mosques/temples, genital mutilation among Dawoodi Bohras, entry of Parsi women
who marry outside the community into the fire temple.



We will not decide the individual facts of each case.” It would be prudent if this
approach means that the Bench would set out the limits of the freedom of religion,
against which such practices can be tested and their legality determined.



However, it would be unwise if the examination of every discriminatory practice
becomes a fresh treatise on Articles 25 and 26, instead of being subjected to a simple
test whether the particular practice is protected by the freedom of religion, or can be
curbed on the grounds of “public order, morality and health”.
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A signal flaw in the reference is that it did not emanate from Benches before which
these matters were pending. Normally, such issues are referred to a larger Bench only
if the Court is faced with apparently contradictory precedents, or feels that the settled
law requires reconsideration.



A five-judge Bench, while hearing the Sabarimala review petitions, had referred a set
of questions to a larger Bench. But two dissenting judges had pointed out that it was
up to Benches before which such cases came up to decide whether they should go by
existing precedent, or refer the matter to larger Benches for fresh consideration.



That the strength of the Bench was fixed at nine may indicate that the court is leaving
scope for revisiting the 1954 seven-judge Bench decision in the Shirur Mutt case,
holding that religious denominations had the autonomy to decide what religious
practices were essential to them.



A reconsideration of this “essentiality doctrine” will be useful only if it is a means to
rid the court of the burden of entering the theological thicket. SC must mark limits of
religious freedom, against which legality of practices can be tested.
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However, even without revisiting the judgment, courts have often given verdicts that
protect individual rights, and uphold equality and dignity over regressive religious
practices.

24) On China raising Kashmir issue again at UNSC: Talking of Kashmir


For the second time since the government’s decision on Article 370 in August last
year, China raised the issue of Kashmir at the United Nations Security Council
(UNSC) on Wednesday, prompting a protest from New Delhi.



In its response, the government said that Beijing should “refrain” from bringing a
bilateral issue into the UNSC, and accused China of working at Pakistan’s behest.
New Delhi’s response also pointed to the “overwhelming majority” of Security
Council members being opposed to the Chinese reference on conditions in Jammu and
Kashmir (J&K).



Which resulted in a lack of consensus for any kind of statement at the end of the
meeting. India’s case rests on the 1972 Shimla accord, where India and Pakistan
agreed to resolve the Kashmir issue bilaterally.
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China’s repeated raising of Kashmir since last August, which includes an aborted
attempt in December, is unconstructive and will impact the India-China bilateral
relationship if it continues.



It is also unlikely to push the government, which has already defied several
international calls from friendly countries, into lifting restrictions or rolling back its
measures in Kashmir. Given that New Delhi has refrained from raising similar issues
over Tibet, Xinjiang or Hong Kong.



It is unfair on the part of Beijing to take its concerns to the international stage,
especially since President Xi Jinping didn’t officially raise such concerns while
visiting India in October.



While China’s move may be unwarranted, it is yet another reason for New Delhi to
take heed of the continuing and unprecedented criticism of its actions in Kashmir.
Prior to August, the last time Kashmir was raised at the UNSC format was in 1971; it
has since been raised twice within a period of five months.



China may have found no takers for a statement, but the fact that it was allowed to
raise the issue at the UNSC cannot be brushed away. Nor can India maintain the
duality of insisting, on the one hand, that Kashmir is a bilateral issue and, on the other
hand, rejecting all bilateral talks with Pakistan.
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At some point, the government must push for normalisation of ties with Pakistan as
well as for the lifting of restrictions in Jammu and Kashmir. In the past few days, it
seems the government has decided to review some of its decisions taken in August: it
has released political prisoners and restored 2G connectivity to select places.



It has also taken one group of envoys to Srinagar and Jammu, and is making plans for
36 Cabinet Ministers, who have not visited the region yet, to travel there. While
opposing internationalising of the Kashmir dispute, India must engage Pakistan.



These measures, however, must not come in dribs and drabs, but must be
comprehensive. Only when all communications are restored, all political prisoners
freed and added security restrictions removed can the real task of healing in J&K even
begin.

25) On The perils of RBI’s fixation on inflation


Inflation is back in the news and attention has willy-nilly turned on the Reserve Bank
of India (RBI). This would lead us to recognise what the central bank is mandated to
do and assess how much of its objective it actually achieves.
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The establishment of some of the world’s oldest central banks was inspired by the goal
of maintaining financial stability. It was recognised that when private commercial
banks fail, whether due to malfeasance or misjudgement, they not only harm their
trusting depositors, they can also take down with them the rest of the financial system.



The latter can take place when banks have lent to one another, which is not
uncommon. In the crisis that ensues, there is a collapse of credit which, in turn, leads
to a downturn in economic activity.



To avoid this, the central bank was conceived of as the lender of last resort, one that
could pre-empt a run on banks and give them time to put their books back in order.
However, this was to be accompanied by the adoption of a tough regulatory stance,
whereby the central bank would stay hawk-eyed towards the activities of banks,
particularly risky lending.
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This was necessary as the knowledge that they could always rely on the lender-of-lastresort facility may leave banks less than diligent or even make them indulge in plain
dishonesty.



However, with the rise of neoliberalism, the central tenet of which is that markets
should be given free play, the regulatory role of central banks took a back seat. They
came to be primarily mandated with inflation control.



It is hardly the case that central banks were unconcerned with inflation earlier, but
they were at the same time concerned with financial stability and the level of
economic activity.



Moving the goal post: In India, the RBI had earlier pursued a ‘multiple indicators
approach’, implying concern for outcomes other than inflation, including even the
balance of payments.



But, developments in economic theory discouraged such catholicity by arguing that
having economic activity as an objective of monetary policy leads to higher inflation.
It should be noted that this argument privileged low inflation over low unemployment,
favouring owners of financial wealth over workers.
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But, not to be left behind in the race to adopt the architecture of the West, the Indian
government also instituted inflation targeting as the sole objective of monetary policy.
The RBI was permitted to exceed or fall short of a targeted inflation rate of 4% by a
margin of 2 percentage points.



This was hailed by the government as the adoption of the ‘modern monetary policy
framework’ by India, and came into effect from the year 2016-17. The late Arun
Jaitley as Finance Minister projected the attainment of macroeconomic stability,
represented by slow inflation, as a major achievement of his tenure.



Adherence to fiscal discipline and inflation targeting were taken to be the instruments.
Throughout Mr. Jaitley’s tenure, inflation remained within the range envisaged under
the inflation targeting regime agreed to between the government and the RBI.



But have all the objectives of the RBI’s original mandate as a central bank been met as
a result? I believe not. In 2018, within three years of the adoption of inflation targeting
goal, a crisis engulfed IL&FS, a non-banking financial company in the infrastructure
space.



It defaulted on several of its obligations, including repayment of bank loans and the
redemption of commercial paper. The IL&FS was not just another ‘shadow bank’; it
operated over 100 subsidiaries and was sitting on debt of Rs.94,000 crore.



Given this, its default had a chilling effect on the investors, banks and mutual funds
associated with it both directly or indirectly. Since then, in 2019, a run on the Punjab
and Maharashtra Co-operative Bank had to be averted by imposing withdrawal limits.



It was discovered that fictitious accounts, reportedly over 21,000 of them, had been
created so that the books would tally, even as deposits were siphoned off as loans to
the promoters.



While in the case of IL&FS, some part of the problem may have been caused by a
slowing economy, outright fraud underlay the crisis at PMC Bank. And now, in early
2020, curbs have had to be placed on withdrawals from the Bengaluru-based Sri Guru
Raghavendra Sahakara Bank.



Even if it is too early to declare that financial instability prevails in India, it is not too
early to ask if the RBI’s responsibility to regulate the financial sector may have taken
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a back seat after adoption of inflation targeting as the main objective. Has a fixation
with inflation rate made the RBI take its eyes off the loan books of the banks?


Rise in inflation: The central bank’s shift of focus from financial stability to inflation
targeting could have led to regulatory infirmity. Further, even apart from regulatory
infirmity, it is not as if the RBI is doing spectacularly on the inflation targeting front
either. At over 7%, the inflation rate in December is the highest in five years.



This may not be reason to panic, for the price rise could be seasonal and may well
abate, but it does raise a question on the efficacy of inflation targeting as a means of
inflation control. Inflation led by rising prices of food stuff cannot quickly or easily be
contained by the mode of control underlying inflation targeting.



It requires enhancing supplies which, in turn, would mean raising imports in the short
run. Be that as it may, the extent of failure of inflation targeting right now is
substantial indeed; the inflation rate has exceeded the permissible range of error by
65%.



This must give pause as to how much the shift to the ‘modern monetary policy
framework’ has delivered. If the inflation rate was within the intended range so far,
that may have been due to both declining food prices and, for a phase, oil prices.



Finally, we come to what the ordinary Indian considers the RBI’s principal mandate,
the management of the currency so that trade is facilitated. The central bank has the
monopoly on the issue of notes.

 Why then is there is an absolute shortage of small denomination notes in the bazaars
of India? ‘Bazaar’ is here only a word for a site of commerce; from the north to the
south of the country, from airports to village stores, trade and production is held up
due to the absence of notes and coins of the denomination appropriate to the
transaction.


The RBI and the government showed themselves to be entirely out of touch with
reality when, in 2016, the 1,000-rupee note was replaced with a 2,000-rupee note. It is
anybody’s guess whether the daily wage for a labourer is more than Rs.500 in much of
India.
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Small denomination notes are mostly unavailable, or, if available at all, are of so
shabby an appearance that it makes you wonder whether those responsible for the
management of our economy take any pride in discharging their tasks. In this
department, India’s central bank has failed substantially.

26) On trade deal between US and China: Quiet, for now


The phase one trade deal U.S. President Donald Trump and Chinese Vice-Premier Liu
He signed on Wednesday is but a temporary truce that leaves the key issues of the
trade dispute unresolved.



The pact that Mr. Trump has touted as a step toward creating a fairer and reciprocal
partnership still leaves intact nearly three-fourths of punitive tariffs slapped on China
since the onset of the trade rift in 2017.



Even so, the limited terms the two largest economies agreed upon sets the political
stage for further bilateral negotiations and to stem a further deterioration in the global
growth scenario.
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China is to buy $200-billion in goods and services in the coming two years - purchases
in 2017, were valued at some $187-billion. The proposed increase in exports is
believed to be unprecedented in U.S. trade history and caused speculation on the
impact these steep targets could have on China’s other trading partners.



Agricultural exports form the smallest proportion of the latest offers relative to
manufactured goods and services. This has been an important area of concern for the
American farming sector ever since China imposed retaliatory tariffs on soyabean
imports from the U.S. But Beijing has promised to open its markets in dairy products,
poultry, fish and allied sectors.



Whereas China has given assurances to remove barriers for American banking,
insurance and other financial services, Washington would be more wary of guarantees
on IP protection and alleged forced technology transfers. the last two have been
among the more contentious aspects of the trade dispute, as seen in the attacks on
Chinese telecom manufacturer Huawei.



Separately, Washington has invoked provisions on threats to its national security to
punish adversaries, an exceptional measure in the international trading arena.
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Crucially, the timing of the package enables Mr. Trump to claim some success in
narrowing the trade deficit with China ahead of his November re-election bid.


Mr. Trump has said that negotiations on a phase two agreement would begin
immediately and even hinted that he could travel to Beijing. However, questions over
government control of China’s state-owned firms and industrial subsidies - at the core
the bilateral dispute - are not expected to be resolved until after the 2020 U.S.
Presidential elections.



In parallel is the agreement to revive an erstwhile Obama-era mechanism for
economic dialogue that was abandoned under the Trump administration. The step
signals hope just as Washington’s decision this week to withdraw the tag of a currency
manipulator upon Beijing, accusing it of artificially devaluing the renminbi to gain
competitive advantage.



The new forum could set the tone to address sensitive issues that have dogged
Beijing’s relations with the U.S. and its allies after China joined the WTO. The trade
deal between the U.S. and China allows President Trump to claim some success.
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27) On CDS Bipin Rawat's comments: Fighting radicalisation



Chief of Defence Staff (CDS) General Bipin Rawat has a curious habit of saying
things that raise the hackles of those who are concerned about military propriety and
also officers in uniform speaking about civilian matters.



Addressing a panel on countering terrorism at the Raisina dialogue organised by the
Ministry of External Affairs and Observer Research Foundation at New Delhi, he
argued that there has been a significant increase in radicalisation among young people
in Kashmir - “girls and boys as young as 10-12”, included.



He suggested that youth should be “isolated from radicalisation in a gradual way” and
to be “taken out separately and possibly taken into some deradicalisation camps”. He
also revealed that such camps existed in the country.



There is no doubt that radicalisation must be countered at all levels, whether in
Kashmir or elsewhere. But the government should reveal the nature of these camps
that the CDS claims are functioning as they raise questions about their legal status and
the identity of the youth there.
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In the last few years, there has been a rise in protests and violence in the Kashmir
Valley, besides disaffection that has peaked following the abrogation of Jammu and
Kashmir’s special status and its conversion into a Union Territory.



This is unlike a decade ago, when terrorism and violence had reduced drastically when
compared to the 1990s, and there was a spurt in participation in democratic processes,
besides a gradual diminishing of the Valley’s radical voice.



Today, however, with political representatives, this includes those from among the
mainstream polity, either facing curbs or under detention, the ground has become
fertile for the revival of radicalism, which has been expressed either as a shrill form of
separatism or invoked as extremist Islamist ideology.



However, while deradicalisation is certainly an imperative, Gen. Rawat’s solution is
way off the mark. Segregation of youth and individuals from family and community many could be juveniles - is a recipe for further alienation and public revulsion and
also plainly illegal.



It is not the job of the Army or security forces to undertake what is a mandate for the
agencies of the civilian State. Deradicalisation is best achieved through effective
teaching and incorporation of civic studies in the school curriculum for children who
are getting radicalised due to the prevailing circumstances in the Valley.
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Besides this, there has to be an administrative outreach to the citizenry not to give in to
radical demands and the rhetoric of extremists. More importantly, the reversal of
repressive conditions such as limited Net access and the detention of political
representatives is a must.



Deradicalisation of Kashmir’s Islamist youth is essential, but not through segregation
camps. Winning Kashmiri hearts and minds is a long battle; short-sighted and illiberal
measures from an authoritarian playbook could prove counter-productive.

28) On Governors vs Kerala and West Bengal governments: Needless fracas


The endless squabbles between the Governors and respective State governments in
Kerala and West Bengal are disconcerting. Arif Mohammad Khan and Jagdeep
Dhankhar, Governors of Kerala and West Bengal, respectively, have arrogated to
themselves an activist role, which is at the heart of the tensions.



Mr. Khan has made repeated public statements on controversial questions such as the
Citizenship (Amendment) Act, 2019; he has even said that it was his duty to defend
the laws made by the Centre.
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It is a dubious claim to make, and at any rate, there is no discernible precedent as such.
His view that his office is not a rubber stamp is true, but he must also be mindful that
the Constitution envisages the execution of popular will through an elected
government.



Mr. Dhankhar has placed himself at the centre of several controversies, and often
appears eager for the next spectacular showdown with the State government.



Kerala’s Left Democratic Front has been more restrained than the combative
resistance by West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, but parties barring the
BJP in both States are agitated over the proactive, and often provocative roles of their
respective Governors.



The boisterous profiles of these Governors are symptomatic of a larger malaise of
degrading relations between the Centre and States ruled by parties opposed to the BJP,
aggravated by an insatiable yearning of the former for centralisation of power.



The Constitution seeks to bolster centripetal forces in this vast and diverse country,
and the Centre’s power to appoint Governors is one such. The Governor’s
constitutional role has been debated and interpreted through several cases, but
ingenious occupants of the office have managed to push the boundaries with
unprecedented moves.
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Sagacious occupants have used the Governor’s office to promote national integration.
Many others have merely acted as agents of the ruling party at the Centre. Using a
pliant Governor to undermine a State government or engineer a legislative majority is
an old and secular trick used by all parties at the Centre.



State government-Governor conflicts have hence not been rare, but what makes the
current situation extraordinary is the political context. No other government in the past
has sought to construct a centralising narrative for the nation as the current one at the
Centre; and no government in the past has been as intolerant towards its diversity.



In this schema, the Governor appears to have a critical, instrumental role. The
ignominious role played by the then Governor of Jammu and Kashmir in ending its
special constitutional status last year is instructive.



The Governor’s role as a link between the State and the Centre shall not be an imperial
one. The office of the Governor must be a dialogic and consultative one. The
combative posturing in Kerala and West Bengal will bring more disarray, no unity.
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Governors must not push boundaries of their limited powers to check elected
governments and The Centre must treat State governments with the respect that
democratically elected governments deserve.

29) On jallikattu: Bull and gore


Seen by the courts as cruelty on bulls, but celebrated in Tamil Nadu as a display of
valour, the rural sport of jallikattu is an inevitable part of the Pongal season in the
State.



It is promoted as a tourist attraction by the government and its appeal as a symbol of
Tamil culture remains the same year after year. It is only the odd voice that sees it as a
relic of a feudal past.



However, one aspect that remains unchanged - through the years in which the legality
of the bull-taming sport was questioned, the event itself banned, and then restored by
law - is that every season, it leaves a few dead and scores wounded.



Often, these wounds are a trauma doctor’s nightmare, given the grievous nature of the
bull gore injuries. It is an event that cries for maximum regulation.
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The regulations have been tightened from time to time, and no event takes place
without official permission or medical supervision.



The playing arena is protected by double barricades, the entry point and ‘collection
point’, where the bulls are to be taken back by the owners after they leave the arena,
are supposed to have sufficient protective features to minimise incidents that lead to
injuries and fatalities.



Yet, some have died in the main events that took place in the last few days; they
include bull owners, spectators and an organiser. The victims were mostly gored or
stomped upon.



Over a hundred are being treated for injuries, some of which are quite serious, marked
by internal ruptures that may have a lasting effect on the victims. The truth about
jallikattu is that it is well nigh impossible to hold an incident-free event.



Even conceding that every sport has an element of the danger of injury, especially
contact sports, the distinguishing feature of events involving animals is that they are
driven by the instinct of self-preservation and anxiety, and are not bound by rules and
reason the way human participants are.
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Inevitably, the human casualty list is higher, even though it has been long argued, and
even judicially determined that jallikattu constitutes a grave violation of animal rights
and a perpetration of cruelty on them.



Popular sentiment, political patronage and the cultural instinct to preserve practices
that hark back to a hoary past contribute collectively to the continuance of the sport.
Other virtues attributed to it include giving native breeds a good shot at survival and
an opportunity to youth to develop a robust outlook even while earning rewards.



What should ultimately matter, above all, is that any activity that endangers participant
and onlooker alike should be held under rigorously monitored regulations and
restrictions. It is also time that appropriate protective gear is devised and made
mandatory for participants.
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30) On Guaranteeing healthcare: the Brazilian way



As Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro visits New Delhi this Republic Day, one
interesting field of cooperation to explore in the strategic partnership is healthcare.
Achieving universal health coverage is a very complex task, especially for developing
countries.



Its success in getting universal coverage has lessons for India. It can also provide
lessons for Ayushman Bharat, currently the world’s largest and most ambitious
government health programme.



Here, the example of Brazil, the only country where more than 100 million inhabitants
have a universal health system, is worth studying. Following the end of military rule,
the Brazilian society decided to achieve universal coverage by establishing a
government-funded system.



The Unified Health System (SUS), which guaranteed free health coverage that
included pharmaceutical services, was written into the new Constitution in 1988.
Progress over 30 years: In the last 30 years, Brazilians have experienced a drastic
increase in health coverage as well as outcomes.
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The life expectancy has increased from 64 years to almost 76 years, while Infant
Mortality Rate has declined from 53 to 14 per 1,000 live births. In terms of service
provision, polio vaccination has reached 98% of the population.



A 2015 report said that 95% of those that seek care in the SUS are able to receive
treatment. Every year, the SUS covers more than two million births, 10 million
hospital admissions, and nearly one billion ambulatory procedures.



This has been made possible even amidst a scenario of tightening budget allocation.
While universal health systems tend to consume around 8% of the GDP - the NHS, for
instance, takes up 7.9% of Britain’s GDP.



Brazil spends only 3.8% of its GDP on the SUS, serving a population three times
larger than that of the U.K. The cost of the universal health system in Brazil averages
around $600 per person, while in the U.K., this number reaches $3.428.
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A study conducted by the Brazil-based Institute for Health Policy Studies (IEPS)
forecasts that public health spending in Brazil will need to increase by nearly 1.6
percentage points of the GDP by 2060 in order to cover the healthcare needs of a fastageing society.



Achieving universal coverage in India, a country with a population of 1.3 billion, is a
challenge of epic proportions. Hence, the advances in this field should be seen not in
binaries but judged by its steady growth and improvement.



For instance, India must record details of improvement in terms of access, production
and population health on a year-by-year basis. A starting point for this daunting task is
funding. Public health expenditure is still very low in India, at around 1.3% of GDP in
the 2017-2018 fiscal year.



Establishing wellness centres: The Brazilian experience can also inform the design of
the expansion of primary care that underlies Ayushman Bharat, that is, the creation of
1,50,000 wellness centre by 2022.



The Family Health Programme (Programa Saúde da Família), which relies on a
community-based healthcare network, is the backbone of the rapid expansion of
coverage in Brazil. The strategy is based on an extensive work of community health
agents who perform monthly visits to every family enrolled in the programme.
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These agents carry out a variety of tasks. They conduct health promotion and
prevention activities, oversee whether family members are complying with any
treatment they might be receiving, and effectively manage the relationship between
citizens and the healthcare system.



The strategy works: a large body of research shows that the programme has drastically
reduced IMR and increased adult labour supply. Equally impressive has been its
expansion, from 4% of coverage in 2000 to up to 64% of the overall population in
2015; it was able to reach even the rural areas and the poorest States of the country.



Both Brazil and India are composed of large States with a reasonable degree of
administrative autonomy. This fact implies great challenges and opportunities. The
major challenge is that a one-size-fits-all approach for such heterogeneous regional
realities is inconceivable.



Tamil Nadu, Sikkim, and Bihar differ in so many ways and this diversity must be met
by an intricate combination of standardised programmes and autonomy to adopt
policies according to their characteristics.



Moreover, regional disparities in terms of resources and institutional capabilities must
be addressed. This diversity, nevertheless, can be a powerful source of policy
innovation and creativity.
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31) On Redesigning India’s ailing data system.



The new series of Gross Domestic Product (GDP) figures with 2011-12 as base,
released in 2015, has not gone well with analysts; the withholding of employmentunemployment data for some time and consumer expenditure data, which is not
released, added to this unease.



Bringing the National Sample Survey Office (NSSO) under the fold of National
Statistics Office, altering its long-standing arrangement under the Governing Council
and then National Statistical Commission, triggered suspicion.



As official statistics is a public good, giving information about the state of the
economy and success of governance, it needs to be independent to be impartial. The
present national accounting and analytical framework misses out on many key
dimensions of a complex economy.



Wide-ranging impact: GDP covers all productive activity for producing goods and
services, without duplication. In effect it adds apples and oranges, tractors and sickles,
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trade, transport, storage and communication, real estate, banking and government
services through the mechanism of value.


The System of National Accounting (SNA) is designed to measure production,
consumption, and accumulation of income and wealth for assessing the performance
of the economy. GDP data influence markets, signalling investment sentiments, flow
of funds and balance of payments.



The input-output relations impact productivity and allocation of resources; demand
and supply influences prices, exchange rates, wage rates, employment and standard of
living, affecting all walks of life.



The data on GDP are initially estimated at current price and then deflated for constant
price for comparability of data over time. It is necessary to separate out price effect to
adjust value for real volume for comparison over time and sectors.



There is a way of adjusting price effect through appropriate price index. The present
series encountered serious problems for price adjustment, specifically for the services
sector contributing about 60% of GDP, in the absence of appropriate price indices for
most service sectors.
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The deflators used in the new series could not effectively separate out price effect
from the current value to arrive at a real volume estimate at constant price. Price
indices going into a low and negative zone in 2014-17 distorted real growth.



The shift from establishment to enterprise approach, replacing Annual Survey of
Industries (ASI) with Ministry of Corporate Affairs MCA21 posed serious data and
methodological issues.



The use of MCA21 data and blow up factors thereof without weeding out defunct
enterprises, and then insufficient work on mapping of comparable ASI data, followed
by similar survey on services sector enterprises were another major lacunae.



Unchanged approach: The approach for collection of data remains largely the same for
long: price and production indices are constructed using a fixed base Laspeyres Index,
yield rate for paddy is estimated by crop cutting experiments.



The organisation of field surveys for collection of data on employmentunemployment, consumer expenditure, industrial output, assets and liabilities
continue.



When productivity and remunerative price of output are major concerns for
agriculture, it is necessary to collect data on factors such as soil conditions, moisture,
temperature, water and fertilizer use determining yield, impact of intermediary and
forward trade on farm gate price & so on.



For example, Israel collects these data for analysis to support productivity. The
initiative under e-governance enabled the capturing of huge data, which need to be
collated for their meaningful use for production of official statistics. The process for
collection and collation of data needs modernisation using technology.



Data logistics: Along with GDP, we need data to assess competitiveness, inclusive
growth, fourth-generation Industrial Revolution riding on the Internet of things,
biotechnology, robotics-influencing employment and productivity, environmental
protection, sustainable development and social welfare.



Hence GDP data needs to be linked with a host of other data for deeper insight. We
need to re-engineer the existing system, creating an integrated system populated with
granular data. The country is vast, heterogeneous.
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There are non-linearities and path dependence, which should be considered while
setting goals for development, reducing regional imbalance. To pursue the goal of a
$5-trillion economy by 2024-25, harnessing demographic dividend.



We must tap underused resources for demand creating investment, which require data
to pursue policy right from a district and evaluate performance for efficiency including
governance.



We cannot reconcile data inconsistencies by setting up committees alone. We need
systems which have the capability to sift through a huge volume of data seamlessly to
look for reliability, validity, consistency and coherence which, I am afraid, will be
difficult without the aid of a versatile data warehouse as a component of big-data
technology.



Also such committees should have the support of a dedicated team for audit, and the
ability to implement decisions by cutting red tape. This is what has been wanting as
thoughtful and well-meaning key recommendations of the Rangarajan Commission
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and subsequent recommendations from 2006 onwards by successive National
Statistical Commissions, faced stumbling blocks in implementation.


What is the guarantee that the recently constituted committee will succeed in its effort
to restore credibility? It is as much a system and has implementation capability as the
expertise behind it.



The present and future: The present national accounting and analytical framework
misses out on many important dimensions of the economy and its complex character
as an evolving economy that is constantly experiencing technological and institutional
transitions and power plays in a market economy.



We need a new framework for analysis for such a complex system and evolutionary
process. There is a question of growing market power, automation, robotisation and
other labour-replacing technologies affecting profitability, structural change and
general welfare.



We need to find alternative avenues for the unemployed and jobs lost. In order to
inject efficiency and stability, we need to have detailed data on how: markets clear,
prices are formed, risks build up, institutions function and, in turn, influence the
lifestyle of various sections of the people.



We also need to know in greater detail about market microstructure and optimality
therein, the role of technology and advanced research, changing demand on human
skills, and enterprise and organising ability, which are all complex.



The growing inequality and concentration of wealth in a few hands to the detriment of
social welfare needs to be arrested at the earliest. The deadweight loss caused to the
economy through monopoly power, inefficient input-output mix, dumping, obsolete
technology and production mix must be contained.



The consensus macroeconomic framework of analysis assumes symmetric income
distribution, and does not get into the depth of structural issues, as it focuses on a
trend-cycle decomposition of GDP for growth and stability in market parlance and a
trickledown effect for percolation of income.
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This framework is questioned by many. The alternative to be realistic for the real
world must rest on two pillars: the micro-behaviour of individuals, and the structure of
their mutual interactions.



In the changed situation of availability of micro data, we need to build a system to
integrate the micro with the macro, maintaining distributional characteristics. Data is
the new oil in the modern networked economy in pursuit of socio-economic
development.



The economics now is deeply rooted in data, measuring and impacting
competitiveness, risks, opportunities and social welfare in an integrated manner, going
much beyond macroeconomics.



We have a commitment to produce these statistics transparently, following
internationally accepted standards, tailor-made to suit local conditions, for multidisciplinary analytics. As these statistics reflect on the performance of the government,
it is necessary that its independence is maintained scrupulously.
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32) On Supreme Court refusal to stay electoral bonds scheme: Return of bonds



In declining to stay the operation of the Electoral Bonds Scheme (EBS), citing the fact
that the plea for stay had been heard and refused last year itself, the Supreme Court is
taking a narrow and technical view.



In an order in April 2019, a Bench of the Supreme Court headed by the then Chief
Justice of India, Ranjan Gogoi, had asked political parties to disclose to the Election
Commission of India (ECI), in sealed covers, details of the donations they had
received through the anonymous bonds.



Given the “limited time” available then and “the weighty issues” involved in the
matter, it declined to grant a stay. However, it is quite disappointing to note that nine
months on, the court remains unmoved by submissions that a fresh window for
purchase of bonds is set to be opened soon, coinciding with the Delhi Assembly
election and that the scheme itself was being frequently opened so that the ruling party
would stand to benefit.



Fresh revelations suggest that the Reserve Bank of India and the ECI had voiced their
reservations about the scheme, which was enabled by provisions of the Finance Act,
2017, and introduced in 2018.
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The Association for Democratic Reforms, the petitioner, has disclosed that an
overwhelming majority of the donations made through electoral bonds had gone to the
Bharatiya Janata Party. Further, the ECI has already made clear its strong opposition
to the various amendments to the law on contributions to political parties.



In particular, the ECI, in its response filed in the court, said the provisions would
enable the creation of shell companies for the sole purpose of making political
donations and no other business, that the abolition of the clause that says firms must
declare political contributions in their profit and loss accounts would compromise
transparency.
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Overall, it had recorded its unequivocal position that the EBS would help the use of
black money for political funding. In this backdrop, it is quite intriguing that the top
court has given the ECI a fortnight to reply to the petition for stay when its position is
quite clear.



Also the amendments to the law on foreign contributions would mean that there would
be unchecked foreign funding of political parties, leading to foreign influence on
India’s policy-making.



The least the court can do now is to expedite the final hearing of the petitions
challenging the scheme. There are indeed strong grounds for putting an end to the
system of anonymous bearer bonds being used to fund parties.



Such anonymity gives a clear and unfair advantage to the ruling party of the day. It
must be remembered that the failure to have an early hearing has already led to the
scheme being opened ahead of every major election.



It may not be possible to assess the adverse impact that such opacity can have on the
electoral process. This is a matter crying for an early and expeditious decision. The
Supreme Court must give an expeditious decision on the validity of electoral bonds.
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33) On Still no spring for the Pandits: After Thirty years


After three decades of exile, the promise and possibility of the dignified return of the
Kashmiri Pandits to the Valley seems as elusive today as it was in 1990. And yet, it is
clearer than ever before, the secure presence of the Pandit minority would be an (if not
the most) important marker of sustainable peace in the Kashmir Valley.
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Much has happened since those cataclysmic days of the 1990s, including the
restructuring of the State of Jammu and Kashmir, the dilution of Article 370, and the
repeal of Article 35-A; and yet other than schadenfreude, the events have brought little
joy to the Pandits or indeed increased the possibility of them returning home.



Triumphs and obstacles: Make no mistake; the Kashmiri Pandits are individually
members of arguably the most successful ethnic minority in the country; collectively,
however, they are confronted with a loss that is painfully difficult to fathom or
describe to those who do not share that sense of anomie.



Returning home then is not just about atavistic roots of longing, but as much about
reclaiming an intellectual space of belonging. In this sense, both personal triumph and
collective tragedy face them in almost equal measure, with no signs of an actionable
plan for their return.



Indeed, the intriguing history of the Kashmiri Pandit community is an anomaly in
contemporary times that has privileged stories of ideological clashes, confronting
cultures and competing nationalisms.



Where else would you find an educated (with 100% literacy) mostly professional,
materially successful, religiously liberal, politically flexible, totally non-violent,
microscopic minority inhabiting one of the most conflicted and contested parts of the
country?



They lived, in retrospect, fairy-tale lives; and that charmed life turned into a nightmare
in the 1990s. Sadly, for most liberal political analysts and thinkers, the Kashmiri
Pandit exodus became part of the larger tragedy of the Kashmiri issue and was
forgotten or marginalised.



Meanwhile, the Kashmiri Pandits struggled, adapted, built new lives, in the midst of
adversity, in India and abroad, and succeeded. Apart from those who live in camps or
makeshift accommodation, they are today a model of material success.



But in many ways, the continuing displacement of the Kashmiri Pandits represents not
just the continuous failure of successive governments, but is also a stark shortsightedness of the failures of the liberal Indian state.
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It is profound irony that in the 1990s, during the worst years of displacement, the
Pandits, then one of the most liberal and accommodative of minorities, found succour
only in the Shiv Sena’s Balasaheb Thackeray who ensured reservations for them in
professional colleges in Maharashtra.



As analyst Rishi Razdan put it in a recent social media post, “a persecuted Hindu
minority from a Muslim-majority state within a Hindu-majority country [was] a
damning validation of all the fears that Hindutva had been peddling for decades”.



And one of the great failures of the Indian liberal Left was “losing the moral courage
to speak loudly and clearly for those who needed their aid”. But what next?



In the summer of 2015, the former Chief Minister of Jammu and Kashmir (J&K),
Mufti Mohammad Sayeed tasked me, as his adviser, to coordinate with Ram Madhav,
the Bharatiya Janata Party’s general secretary for J&K, to organise a meeting with
Kashmir Pandit leaders, primarily from the Sangh Parivar.



It was intended as the first step in building trust that would eventually help in the
dignified return of the Pandits. The Chief Minister spelt out his policy and vision to
the Pandit leadership: “You do not need us. We need you. Aap aabad hain, jahan bhi
hain (you have shown your mettle, wherever you have gone).
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But we, without the diversity you contributed to the Valley, without our syncretic
culture, are the ones really exiled.” Mufti reiterated these ideas, in my presence, over
breakfast with Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh Parivar’s sah sarkaryavah, Krishna
Gopal. That meeting and those dreams faded with the passing away of Mufti and the
manner in which his political legacy was frittered away.



A diasporic transition: In February this year, like every year for nearly three decades,
more than 50 families will gather in Mount Martha, in the breathtaking Mornington
Peninsula, about an hour’s drive from Melbourne in Australia. They will perform the
“vatuk puja” for Shivaratri: symbolising the wedding of Lord Shiva and his consort,
Parvati, with the Bhairavas in attendance.



All these 50-odd families belong to the Pandit community, most of them are
outstanding professionals; almost all have moved to Australia in the last three decades
of the troubles in Kashmir.



They are cosmopolitan in almost every sense: they can adapt and be part of any
professional culture across the world. They are liberal in a practical sense: they are not
bound by dogmas or driven by orthodoxies of the past.
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They put a premium, as they have done for generations, on education; the younger
generation is full of “toppers” even while their values and their accent may
increasingly be Australian.



Like with many diasporic communities, memories of the past continue to haunt the
present. The Kashmiri Pandits can neither forget their beloved Kashmir nor the
circumstances under which most of them have had to leave the Valley in 1990-1991.



The families in Melbourne symbolise a microcosm of the world of the Pandits. Most
Pandits who left J&K have flourished materially. From Sydney to the Silicon Valley
we find stories of Pandit success. In almost every field of human endeavour, the KPs
(as they are popularly known) have carved a niche for themselves, and made a place in
the world they inhabit.



They are seen as model law-abiding citizens. It is difficult to get reliable evidence of
numbers, but even by the most generous demographic figure, the Kashmiri Pandit
community, across the globe, would count for less than a million.



A little over 600 families continue to live in the Valley: they never left and these “nonmigrants” have a “privileged” position with the Muslims in the Valley. A few
thousand employees (through a special package) have been given jobs in the Valley
and live in special enclaves in Haal, Vesu, Matan, Sheikhpura, Baramulla and
Kupwara, many with their families.



Their story is mixed: they have returned for jobs, but whether they will stay on in what
are mostly cramped, isolated conditions is debatable. Another 3,500 jobs will be soon
made available under the package, but they are mostly at a lower clerical level.



The Kashmiri Pandit professionals seemed to have vanished from the State. Not even
one doctor and only a few engineers applied for the jobs advertised by the Public
Service Commission in the last few years.



Outside the Valley are about another 5,000 internally displaced families who live in
the township of Jagti ( built in the most disgusting Stalinist style of architecture) and
the frightening camps in Nagrota, Purkhu and Muthi: all in the Jammu region.
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A meeting point? Is there a prospect of reconciliation with the past and returning back
to the Valley? In the Manichaean worlds that Kashmiri Pandits and Kashmiri Muslims
inhabit today, their narratives are almost diametrically opposite.



While most Pandits view their departure as part of a systematic “ethnic cleansing” by
a section of the Kashmiri Muslims, most Muslims see in the departure of the Kashmiri
Pandits a deliberate conspiracy of the Indian state with two objectives; to give them a
bad name and simultaneously give a free repressive hand to the security forces.



This divide shows few signs of being bridged. Under these circumstances, the
prospects of reconciliation seem bleak unless there is a common project like a new
Sharada Peeth University that could bring them together, and recreate the bonds of
interdependence that had held them in good stead over much of history.

34) On status of early childhood education: Playing with learning


The Annual Status of Education Report 2019 data on early childhood education in
rural areas makes the case that the pre-school system fails to give children a strong
foundation, especially in government-run facilities.



Going by the findings, the percentage of girls in government schools is higher than in
private institutions, the cognitive skills of children attending official anganwadi
playschools do not match those attending private schools, and there is a significant
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percentage of underage children in the first standard of formal school, in violation of
the stipulated age of six.



It is beyond question that children will be benefitted greatly if they are provided a
properly designed environment to acquire cognitive skills. These skills are critical to
their ability to verbalise, count, calculate and make comparisons.



What the ASER data sampled from 26 Indian districts seem to indicate is an apparent
imbalance in State policies, which is disadvantaging the less affluent as anganwadis
and government schools are poorly resourced.



Official policies are also not strict about the age of entry, resulting in four and five
year olds accounting for a quarter of government school enrolment, and over 15% in
private schools.



Substantive questions of pre-primary and early children education raised even by
meagre surveys such as ASER call for a deeper look at how governments approach
funding of institutions and teacher training for better outcomes.
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It is as important to let teachers feel invested in anganwadis as play-and-learn centres
aiding children in acquiring cognitive skills, as it is to provide physical infrastructure.
Building human resource capabilities would depend on teachers being recruited on the
basis of aptitude, their training in credentialed colleges and assurance of tenure of
service.
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It is unsurprising that in the absence of policies with strong commitment, according to
the ASER data, two-thirds of those in the second standard cannot read a text at age
seven that they were meant to read a year earlier.



The performance only marginally improves for those in the third standard. There are
similar inadequacies for numeracy skills. It is a paradox that students appear to fare
somewhat better in private schools with poorly paid teachers.



Nationally, the problem is of a weak educational foundation with little scope for
creative learning in the three-to-six year age group, and a governmental system
disinterested in giving children motivated, well-trained teachers.
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There is no dearth of literature on what works for creative teaching and learning,
including from programmes such as the Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan. Neither is there a lack
of financial resources. Government-supported schools with motivated and trained
teachers are a must. What remains is for governments to show commitment to
education.

35) On Speakers and disqualification: Ending inaction



There are two significant aspects to the Supreme Court’s latest decision on the
Speaker as the adjudicating authority under the anti-defection law. The first is that
Parliament should replace the Speaker with a “permanent tribunal” or external
mechanism to render quick and impartial decisions on questions of defection.



Few would disagree with the Court’s view that initial fears and doubts about whether
Speakers would be impartial had come true. The second is its extraordinary ruling that
the reference by another Bench, in 2016, of a key question to a Constitution Bench
was itself unnecessary.



The question awaiting determination by a larger Bench is whether courts have the
power to direct Speakers to decide petitions seeking disqualification within a fixed
time frame.



The question had arisen because several presiding officers have allowed defectors to
bolster the strength of ruling parties and even be sworn in Ministers by merely
refraining from adjudicating on complaints against them. Some States have seen en
masse defections soon after elections.
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Secure in the belief that no court would question the delay in disposal of
disqualification matters as long as the matter was pending before a Constitution
Bench, Speakers have been wilfully failing to act as per law, thereby helping the
ruling party, which invariably is the one that helped them get to the Chair.



The reference to a larger Bench, in 2016 in S.A. Sampath Kumar vs. Kale Yadaiah
was based on the landmark judgment in Kihoto Hollohan (1992) which upheld the
validity of the Constitution’s Tenth Schedule, or the anti-defection law.



This verdict had also made the Speaker’s order subject to judicial review on limited
grounds. It made it clear that the court’s jurisdiction would not come into play unless
the Speaker passes an order, leaving no room for intervention prior to adjudication.



Finding several pending complaints before Speakers, the Bench, in 2016, decided that
it was time for an authoritative verdict on whether Speakers can be directed to dispose
of defection questions within a time frame.



The Supreme Court ends Speakers’ freedom to do nothing in disqualification cases.
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This augurs well for the enforcement of the law against defection in letter and spirit.


While fixing an outer limit of three months for Speakers to act on disqualification
petitions, in the present case, Justice R.F. Nariman given four weeks to the Manipur
Assembly Speaker to decide the disqualification question in a legislator’s case. He
also held that the reference was made on a wrong premise.



He has cited another Constitution Bench judgment (Rajendra Singh Rana, 2007), in
which the Uttar Pradesh Speaker’s order refusing to disqualify 13 BSP defectors was
set aside on the ground that he had failed to exercise his jurisdiction to decide whether
they had attracted disqualification, while recognising a ‘split’ in the legislature party.



As “failure to exercise jurisdiction” is a recognised stage at which the court can now
intervene, the court has thus opened a window for judicial intervention in cases in
which Speakers refuse to act.

36) Reviving The Economy


CONTEXT: That India is in the midst of a serious economic slowdown is no longer
in question.



The debates are now mostly about what to do about it: Whether to opt for a fiscal
expansion to boost demand or to carry out deep reforms to raise productivity and the
growth potential of the economy.



REPORTS: As per the recent release by the National Statistical Office (NSO), the
growth rate of the GDP in real terms is now 5 per cent, the lowest in more than a
decade, and that of the nominal GDP is 7.5 per cent — the lowest in four decades.



Technically, this is being called a slowdown and not a recession, since in absolute
terms GDP has not fallen. Yet, the leaked National Sample Survey (NSS) consumer
expenditure data — a report that was withheld and now has been officially withdrawn
— shows that real monthly per capita expenditure has in fact fallen in absolute terms
between 2011-12 and 2017-18.



In rural areas, consumption expenditure decreased by 8.8 per cent, while in urban
areas it increased by 2 per cent, leading to an all India decline of 3.7 per cent.
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CONSUMER EXPENDITURE: This is a striking fact as there has never been a
decrease in the average level - a contraction rather than growth -in all the NSS
consumer expenditure surveys since liberalisation.



If average consumer expenditure is down, then where is the GDP growth coming
from?



After all, according to National Accounts Statistics (NAS) that produce the estimates
for national income, consumer expenditure is around 60 per cent of the GDP.



Investment (or gross fixed capital formation, to be precise) is about 30 per cent of the
GDP, and its growth rate has plummeted to less than 1 per cent according to latest
estimates.



And while government expenditure has grown at a high rate (around 10 per cent), it is
only about 10 per cent of the GDP.



Accordingly, growth in investment and government spending contribute 1.3
percentage points to the overall GDP growth rate, and so to get an overall 5 per cent
growth rate, consumer expenditure should be growing at higher than 5 per cent.



PUZZLE: How can consumption expenditure be going down in absolute terms
according to the NSS estimates and be growing at more than 5 per cent according to
the NAS?



That these two types of estimates of consumption expenditure do not match is wellknown, and that is the case in other countries as well. However, as has been noted in a
recent column by C Rangarajan and S Mahendra Dev, it is a puzzle as to why the gap
between the two estimates has widened so much over the last few decades in India. In
the very latest round, they note, the discrepancy had reached alarming proportions.



COMPARISION: In the 1970s, consumer expenditure according to NSS estimates
was around 90 per cent of consumer expenditure according to NAS, but in 2017-18 it
was only 32.3 per cent.



It is as if we are looking at data from two different countries, one where consumption
expenditure growth is positive and propping up the GDP growth rate and the other
where it is actually falling.
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There is scope for criticism of both data sources and to get to the bottom of this issue
making the NSS report available in full is a first step. However, a few inferences can
be drawn that pertain to the debate around the state of the economy and the policy
options.



REASONS BEHIND THE DISCREPANCY: First, as is well-known, the presence
of a large informal sector plays a big role in the discrepancy between the NSS and
NAS estimates.



It accounts for nearly half of the GDP and employs 85 per cent of the labour force.



Yet, in national income accounts, growth in the informal sector is estimated by
extrapolating from the performance of the formal sector. As the newly appointed
chairman of the Standing Committee on Statistics, Pronab Sen, put it in a recent
interview, it is largely guesswork.



Second, because of the presence of the informal sector, expansionary fiscal policy will
be more effective than what would appear from official statistics, as a big part of its
impact will be felt in the informal sector. Indeed, the expansionary effect will be
larger than what can be guessed from the formal sector expansion.



The reason is that a big segment of the population is located in the informal sector;
they are poorer and tend to spend a much higher fraction of their income on
consumption. This group has been seriously affected by the economic slowdown.
Calculations by S Subramanian, based on the draft NSS report, confirm that there was
a rise in the rate of poverty between 2011-12 and 2017-18, with a pronounced spike in
rural areas.



Third, it is true that the fiscal space is quite tight for an expansion, given the size of
the existing deficit and the limited scope for raising more tax revenues or
borrowings. However, the effect of an expansionary policy on the budget deficit will
look much worse than what it would be since the estimates of its effect on income
expansion and tax collection will be largely based on the formal sector.



But, some of the income generated in the informal sector will boost demand in the
formal sector through consumer demand for mass-consumption items (for instance,
biscuits, as opposed to automobiles). Therefore, in the medium term, once the engine
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of the economy starts moving, the income expansion and deficit numbers will look
better.


Finally, policies such as personal and corporate income tax cuts, which are being
talked about, will achieve precious little. To start with, they will affect barely 3-5 per
cent of the adult population.



Also, income tax revenues amount to around 2.5 per cent of the GDP and corporate
income taxes around 3.3 per cent. So, irrespective of the number of people affected,
and even if they spend the entire increase in their income as a result of the tax cut, the
overall economic impact will be small relative to the GDP.



Moreover, most of the tax is paid by the richest among these groups (the top 5 per cent
taxpayers contribute 60 per cent of individual income tax revenue), and the rich tend
to spend a smaller fraction of their income (and save more).



Also, leveraged firms and households will possibly use the money to save or repay
loans rather than consume. Therefore, a tax cut for the rich would be less effective in
raising spending compared to an equivalent amount being given to poorer groups who
spend a much higher fraction of their incomes.



CONCLUSION: To sum up, fiscal pessimists and hawks are underestimating the role
of the informal sector.



To get the engine of the economy revving, an expansionary fiscal policy that harnesses
the energy of the informal sector to boost aggregate demand is the order of the day.



With a huge informal economy, government should increase spending, not worry
about deficit

37) Three-Capital Theory


CONTEXT: In Andhra Pradesh, Chief Minister YS Jaganmohan Reddy has greenlighted the passage of the “Andhra Pradesh Decentralisation and Equal Development
of All Regions Bill” sets the stage for three capitals.



The executive capital, Visakhapatnam, is 700 km from Kurnool,



the judicial capital, and 400 km from Amaravati,
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the legislative capital, which is 370 km from Kurnool.



By Euclid’s principles, the day-to-day business of government in Andhra Pradesh is
about to become a logistical nightmare.



EXAMPLES FROM PAST: While the Mughals and the Raj had contented
themselves with two seasonal capitals, to protect top officials from extreme weather,
geographically splitting the arms of government has not been attempted before.



IDEA BEHIND THE MOVE: The government argues that the idea of
decentralisation dates back to the Sri Bagh pact of 1937, and that the development of
Hyderabad into an IT hub rivalling Bangalore by N Chandrababu Naidu has starved
other regions of the state of development.



The Justice BN Srikrishna Committee of 2010 and the K Sivaramakrishnan
Committee of 2014 had suggested more even development.



The GN Rao Committee of 2019 suggested three capitals and the Boston Consulting
Group had recommended the locations.



The government also argues that officials could easily travel to Amaravati to brief
ministers when the legislature is in session.



CHALLENGES: The government also argues that officials could easily travel to
Amaravati to brief ministers when the legislature is in session.



However, they would have to stay put there for the duration, abandoning their day-today duties in Visakhapatnam.



Meanwhile, police officers would have to travel from their headquarters in
Mangalagiri to the secretariat in Visakhapatnam.



And since much of important litigation involves the administration and the police,
everyone would have to travel regularly to Kurnool.



The travel bill would be steep, and the inefficiencies generated by the system would
rapidly erode possible gains in decentralised development.



Andhra Pradesh is to have a lot of logistical headaches and not much decentralised
development to show for it.
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POLITICAL RIVALRY: This illogical scheme may be explained by political
rivalry. In 2015, N Chandrababu Naidu, the first chief minister of divided Andhra
Pradesh, had laid the foundations for a new capital in Amaravati in the presence of the
prime minister and the vice president.



However, the scheme faltered for lack of central support and when Reddy’s YSR
Congress swept to power, the three-capital theory replaced it. If the intention was to
dilute Naidu’s idea of Amaravati — itself an inefficient choice, since welldeveloped Vijayawada is nearby — satisfaction will come at an exorbitant cost.



Reddy should use his energies in dealing with farm distress, the issue that had swept
him to an absolute majority last year.

38) On Centre’s plea on death row convicts: Needless impatience


The Centre’s application in the Supreme Court for additional guidelines regarding the
execution of condemned prisoners betrays a needless impatience to hang the four
convicts facing the gallows for the rape and murder of ‘Nirbhaya’ in 2012.



The Ministry of Home Affairs essentially seeks the incorporation of measures aimed
at reducing the scope for death row convicts to adopt dilatory tactics. Even though
there may be some evidence to believe that convicts tend to file review petitions,
mercy petitions and curative petitions in such a way that their execution is indefinitely
delayed.



It is difficult to attribute their conduct to the supposedly “accused-centric” nature of
the guidelines laid down by the Supreme Court in Shatrughan Chauhan (2014). These
guidelines were undoubtedly aimed at protecting the constitutional rights of prisoners
in the context of a sound body of jurisprudence that maintains that such rights extend
right up to the moment of their execution.



The court was anxious about enforcing their right to be informed about the scope for
filing petitions for clemency, for being given legal assistance in drafting them, and for
exploring judicial remedies even after their appeals for mercy are rejected.



Further, the 14-day time lag between the closure of the clemency route and their
hanging is aimed at preventing secret executions. The court was concerned about the
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right of the convicts’ family members to be informed, as well as the time needed by
the prisoners for settling their affairs and preparing themselves mentally.


It is strange that the government wants the Supreme Court to frame a rule imposing a
seven-day limit on the time that convicts have to file a mercy petition after a death
warrant is issued. And that courts, governments and prison authorities should all be
mandated to issue death warrants within seven days of the rejection of mercy petitions
and to carry out the sentence within seven days thereafter.



To believe that these are matters that contribute to substantive delay in carrying out
death sentences is misconceived. Nothing prevents the government from introducing
rules to address such situations.



On the need for a time limit for filing curative petitions, the government is right in
believing that the absence of such a stipulation gives scope for convicts in the same
case to take turns to file such petitions. However, there is no sign that the apex court
delays disposal of curative petitions.



If and when one is filed, it results in no more than a few days’ delay. In a country that
unfortunately retains the death penalty, there is no excuse for delaying the disposal of
any petition, either in court, or before constitutional functionaries.



Nor is there any need to expedite executions by revisiting sound guidelines. As the
death penalty is limited to the “rarest of rare” cases, nothing is lost if those facing
execution are allowed to exhaust all possible remedies.

39) On Wuhan lockdown: Unprecedented step


In a bid to curb the spread of the novel coronavirus that emerged in the city of Wuhan
in Hubei Province in early December last year, China took a drastic and
unprecedented step this week to shut down the city, thus preventing its 11 million
inhabitants from leaving.



All modes of transport have been suspended to prevent residents from exiting the city.
Authorities also planned to suspend public transport services in Huanggang, a city of
seven million; shut rail stations in Ezhou; and impose travel restrictions in Chibi.
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These moves come in the wake of an increasing number of people getting infected and
even dying. As on January 23, the number of infected people in China stood at 571
and deaths at 17.



Wuhan, the hotspot of the disease outbreak, has reported nearly 80% of all cases and
all the 17 deaths. Further, the virus has spread to 24 provinces within the country and
outside as well - cases have been reported in Thailand and Japan, South Korea,
Taiwan, U.S., Hong Kong, Macau, Vietnam, and Singapore.



That the virus has already acquired the ability to spread from one person to another
has been confirmed by the World Health Organization. Apart from people in close
contact with affected individuals, 16 health-care workers have been infected.



The WHO now sees possible evidence of sustained transmission — the ability of the
virus to spread beyond just clusters of patients. The decision to enforce shutdowns
came on a day when WHO’s Emergency Committee was deliberating on whether the
coronavirus outbreak should be declared a “public health emergency of international
concern”.



With a split verdict and not enough information available to make a decision on
Wednesday, the emergency committee reconvened on Thursday. The WHO DirectorGeneral took note of China’s decision and said that the travel ban is a reflection of the
significant measures taken by China to minimise the spread of the virus.



Even the chair of the committee said the travel ban is an “important information and
will certainly be useful for the reflection of the members of the committee”. These
observations run counter to the stand the WHO has always taken even when it
announces public health emergency.



While declaring the Ebola virus disease outbreak in the Democratic Republic of the
Congo as a public health emergency last year, the WHO had stated unequivocally that
it is “essential to avoid the punitive economic consequences of travel and trade
restrictions on affected communities”.



That said, even if it limits the spread outside these cities, shutdowns cannot prevent
human-to-human transmission within the cities. Shutting down entire cities go beyond
the normal practice of quarantining infected people and might backfire.
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40) SC Order On Kashmir Curbs


CONTEXT: The Supreme Court judgment on the communications lockdown in
Kashmir will be remembered for many things.



It will be remembered for being delivered during the longest internet shutdown in any
democratic country.



It will be remembered for the first apex judicial verdict on the constitutionality of
internet shutdowns in a country that occupies the top global spot on the issue, and has
more internet shutdowns than the next nine countries combined.



It will be remembered, with some disappointment, for laying down a set of detailed
constitutional principles, but refraining from applying them to the case before it, and
thus, effectively, enabling the shutdown to continue, at least for the foreseeable future.



CRITICISM: But more than any of that, the case deserves to be remembered for the
kinds of arguments the government, and its lawyers, made before the Supreme Court.



From August 5, the day of the communications lockdown and the imposition of
Section 144 of the CrPC in Jammu and Kashmir to the present day, the government
has not even made public the orders that constitute the legal bases of the lockdown.



In other words, the government took away the fundamental rights of seven million
people without even the courtesy of informing them why it was doing so or enabling
them to challenge its decision in court.



GOVT'S ARGUMENTS: The government then argued that it did not need to do so
because the very fact of publishing the orders would jeopardise “national security”.



The government’s second argument was even more insidious and dangerous. Citing
cross-border terrorism in Kashmir, it effectively argued that it was accountable to no
one as long as it invoked the two magic words — “national security”.



CRITICAL QUESTIONS: Why had the internet shutdown been imposed upon an
entire people? Do internet shutdowns actually help in containing rumour mongering
and stopping violence? Research shows they do not.
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If the issue was the use of the internet to “radicalise” people, could there not have been
more targeted and narrower ways to accomplish the goal, such as a selective blocking
of websites?



Could the government not achieve through its surveillance and intelligence network
what it was trying to achieve by cutting off the rights of seven million people?



Were the damages of the internet shutdown — damages marked by extraordinary
financial loss, loss of effective expression, and granting a shield for state impunity —
justified?



According to the state none of these questions could be even asked, let alone
answered, because all this was in the domain of “national security”.



WHIMSICAL USE OF NATIONAL SECURITY: “National security” thus became
a shibboleth that the government, and its lawyers, used for denying to show the legal
basis of its actions, and then to deny justifying them at all.



Perhaps not since Attorney General Niren De stood up in 1976 and argued that the
Emergency allowed the police to shoot anyone on sight, had such a claim for naked,
untrammeled executive supremacy been advanced before the Supreme Court.



And in 1976, at least, there existed the formal declaration of an Emergency, and the
formal suspension of fundamental rights.



Here, the state wanted to universalise the state of Emergency:



Any invocation of the words “national security” would be treated as conclusive proof
of the existence of an Emergency, and a justification for granting the state near-total
impunity.



REJECTION OF ARGUMENTS: The acceptance of these arguments would have
taken us down a dark path indeed.



And it was therefore fortunate that in the judgment, both the arguments made by the
state’s lawyers were roundly rejected.



On the first count, the Court held that the basic principles of legality and the rule of
law required that the shutdown orders be published and made available to the people
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so that they could know the reason why their rights were being restricted, and to
challenge them if they so desired.


If the government wanted to withhold or redact the orders, or any part of them, it
would have to show in each individual case why that was necessary.



The Court’s second holding was even more important. It noted that at all times when
the state sought to restrict individual rights, the principle of proportionality would
apply.



Proportionality is crucial, because it does not content itself merely by asking whether
the state is pursuing a valid goal in its crackdown upon rights. Proportionality also
queries the means by which the state has done so. And if the means are excessive,
disproportionate, irrational, or otherwise unconstitutional, state action is struck down.



For example, one of the important limbs of the proportionality test is whether the state
has selected the “least restrictive” or “least intrusive” method in order to achieve its
goal.



This limb is based upon the idea that even when it wants to go after terrorists or
maintain law and order, a democratic state must at all times respect individual rights to
the maximum possible degree because the means matter as much as the goal, and the
rights of the individual are not so fragile that they are simply effaced in the larger
“national interest”.



The proportionality test, thus, would necessarily require the state to come to the Court
and explain itself.



The state would have to justify why it had taken the steps it had, whether it had
considered taking less restrictive steps, and, why less restrictive steps wouldn’t work.
And this is exactly how it should be.



ORDER SERVING AS A RELIEF: The Supreme Court’s judgment, thus, is an
important one, even though it failed to grant relief to the people whose rights were
before it — the Kashmiris — who have now been deprived of the internet for more
than five months.



SC order on Kashmir curbs rejected govt’s attempt to gain judicial sanction of
Emergency-style powers
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It is important because the strong invocation of the principle of proportionality can be
used as a platform for challenging internet bans across the country; but also because
the government’s attempt to gain judicial sanction of Emergency-style powers was
roundly rejected, for now.

41) Focus On Farmers


CONTEXT: Government must engage in a collaborative effort with farmer groups in
order to abate farmers distress who are having a tough time due to slump in the
consumer demand.



STATE OF THE ECONOMY: Those in power may not yet be accepting blame for
the barrage of negative news on the state of the economy, but cracks are appearing in
the facade.



In such tumultuous times, the finance minister began the pre-budget ritual of
consultations. Having inherited a mess, she faces the challenge of very limited latitude
for budgetary allocations.



Her task is compounded by a bureaucratic decision-making process that is incapable
of factoring the imponderabilia of actual livelihoods — one that does not even
properly enumerate those committing suicide.



LACK OF DECION MAKING: The financialisation of policy-making has set us on
an unforgiving trajectory where the corporate sector has wrung out a commitment
from the government of spending Rs 102 lakh crore on infrastructure projects.



It would have been wiser to prioritise investments in human capital.



With around one per cent of this spend, the government could have filled all the
vacancies and upgraded the ability of agriculture researchers, farm extension workers,
teachers, doctors and similar professionals across India.



There’s a lot that those in power don’t know, and they don’t know that they don’t
know.



This has culminated in a supply-side response to a demand slump, predicated on
cutting corporate taxes instead of stimulating consumer demand by raising spending
under MGNREGA or a one-time higher PM-Kisan dole out.
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OPTIONS: Since, it’s equally important to augment government revenues, a
beginning can be made by scrapping schemes such as the Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima
Yojna and saving over Rs 20,000 crore annually.



The government would be better advised to go back to the drawing board in
consultation with farmers.



Similarly, alcohol must also be brought under the ambit of GST at the highest tax slab.
After states are compensated for forgoing their alcohol revenues, the central pool will
benefit by an additional Rs 30,000 crore.



It’s also time to impose a tax on digital services and e-commerce companies rather
than reduce PDS allocations to rein in the ballooning deficit as proposed by some
economists.



INNOVATIVE APPROACHES TO POLICY-MAKING: Changed circumstances
and new understanding requires innovative approaches to policy-making.



The government must finance a long-term study for developing a metrics for valuing
farm eco-system services whereby farmers are paid for services to conserve the
environment in a way that ensures economic sustainability of the farmer and also
India’s food security.



For instance, farmers can be paid for rainwater harvesting and upkeep of trees. The
tricky part though is to devise a differentiating metric for varying agro-ecology — a
particular tree,



for example, is valued differently in a rainforest and a desert. A systems approach is
radically different from the present structure.



Past experience indicates that it would be foolhardy to expect the Indian Council of
Agriculture Research to develop one.



Having perpetuated a kind of agricultural practice, it can’t be expected to purge itself.



Rather than lose another two decades, it is advisable now to engage in a collaborative
effort with a consortium of farmer organisations.
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DAIRY SECTOR: There is an ambiguous provision to levy income tax on
“dairying”.



Either the provision should be removed or it should be clarified that it does not include
dairy farmers.



Dairying is a part of agriculture and as per the Constitution, it is a state subject. The
Centre cannot levy income tax on dairy farmers.



Removing such quirks will improve ease of doing business. A simple notification to
mandate a minimum purchase price of Rs 32 per litre for milk by institutional buyers
will help regain some of the lost trust.



SUGGESTIONS: BACKYARD POULTRY: A suggestion that was met with
considerable interest at the finance ministry’s meeting was on providing eggs sourced
from backyard poultry for the mid-day meal scheme.



Backyard poultry is about farmer families keeping chicken at home.



The benefits will be multi-dimensional; protein for school children, no-leeway for
adulteration, less food miles, families regaining self-esteem, developing community
spirit and jobs in all six lakh villages across the country.



The enabling factor is not eggs, but the process of sourcing eggs from marginal, small
and landless farmers. A competitive bidding process or allowing participation of
commercial poultries will kill that very objective.



The finance minister had suggested extending the discussion to local sourcing of other
products for mid-day meals.

42) On International Court of Justice ruling: Justice for Rohingya


The unanimous ruling of the International Court of Justice (ICJ), on Thursday, on the
prevention of alleged acts of genocide against Rohingya Muslims has finally pinned
legal responsibility on Myanmar’s government for the military’s large-scale excesses
of 2017.



Crucial is the Hague court’s stipulation that the civilian government of Ms. Suu Kyi
submit an update, within four months, of the steps it has taken to preserve evidence of
the systemic brutalities.
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Yangon has also been asked to furnish six-monthly reports thereafter, until the
conclusion of the case, which relates to genocide accusations. The court has further
emphasised that an estimated 600,000 Rohingya resident in Myanmar still remained
highly vulnerable to attacks from the security forces.



The ruling vindicates findings by the UN and human rights groups on the prevalence
of hate speech, mass atrocities of rape and extra-judicial killings, and torching of
villages in Myanmar’s Rakhine province, leading to the forced migration of thousands
to Bangladesh.



The ruling pertains to the Gambia’s suit on behalf of the Organisation of Islamic
Cooperation (OIC), alleging that the brutalities by the defence services amounted to
crimes of genocide under the 1948 Genocide Convention.



Arguing the defence in person during the three-day public hearings last month, Ms.
Suu Kyi, who was elected in 2016, insisted that the 2017 violence was proportionate
to the threat of insurgency. She even questioned the Gambia’s standing to bring the
suit, saying that there was no bilateral dispute.



Rejecting the ICJ’s ruling, Myanmar’s Foreign Ministry has accused rights groups of
presenting the Court with a distorted picture of the prevailing situation. In a statement,
it defended the army’s action as a legitimate response to violations of the law by the
insurgent Arakan Rohingya Salvation Army.
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However, the above claim is at odds with the findings this week of an Independent
Commission of Enquiry established by the government. The Commission
acknowledged that war crimes had indeed been committed during the military
campaign, when about 900 people were killed.



But there was nothing to back the assertions of gang-rape, or evidence to presume any
intent of genocide, it held. Although it could take years before the court pronounces
the final verdict in the genocide case, Thursday’s injunction is an important victory for
the refugees languishing in Bangladeshi camps.
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It empowers the UN Security Council to prevail upon Myanmar to take appropriate
measures for the rehabilitation and repatriation of displaced communities. As the
biggest regional player, China could play a constructive role to ensure a speedy return
to normalcy in its neighbourhood.



India has its own interests in an amicable resolution of Myanmar’s internal dispute.
Above all, finding closure to the current dispute would mark the completion of
Myanmar’s return to civilian rule. The ICJ’s ruling on military excesses in Myanmar
holds hope for Rohingya refugees.

43) It’s not yet Howdy, Modi!


U.S. President Donald Trump completed three years in office amid the chaos this
week of an impeachment trial, initiated by the Democrats. If he goes on to win a
second term in November as it now appears, Mr. Trump will have had six overlapping
years with Prime Minister Narendra Modi in power by 2024.
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Persistent in their efforts to remake their countries and their engagement with the
world, Mr. Modi and Mr. Trump are shaking up the bilateral ties between the two
countries, and the resultant flux could outlive their tenures.



Propelled by comparable motivations, Trump and Narendra Modi are still exploring a
new equilibrium in India-U.S. ties. Mr. Trump is scheduled to make this first visit to
India next month.



As leading a ‘reawakening’: Both leaders continuously reiterate that their predecessors
were incapable of protecting national interest. Such a premise commits them both to
reframe the national interest, and both have articulated it with clarity and force.



For instance, Mr. Modi, in Houston in September 2019 and Mr. Trump in Davos this
week, went great lengths to lay out figures that presented their respective regimes as
the most effective guardians, and ushers of progress, of India and America in history.



Both have a cultural and an economic agenda. Both dispensations believe that “the
people” had been given a raw deal by earlier regimes, controlled by the elites and the
experts who were in collusion with their global counterparts.



They are now leading a national reawakening, and working hard for the hard-working
people, they point out. Both believe that cultural nationalism is a force for the good;
and both believe that Islamism is a major challenge to the nation.



Though it is transnational, Islamism has collaborators and facilitators within the
borders, as per their shared world view. Both believe that national borders need to be
strengthened by stricter monitoring and setting new bars for entry.



“JOBS, JOBS, JOBS” as Mr. Trump tweets frequently in all capital letters, has been
the loudest promise of both of them. Both leaders try to renegotiate the contract
between the union and the States, and between citizens and the state within their
respective countries; they assert the supremacy of the executive over the legislature
and the judiciary.



Both have a grim view of critical and independent media. Despite his success in
installing a legion of conservative judges, Mr. Trump has not gotten much far with his
project of remaking America; for instance, the U.S. Supreme Court stalled a move to
insert a question on citizenship in the census.
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Mr. Modi has been undoubtedly successful in warding off any meaningful scrutiny by
the judiciary, and in subordinating Parliament. Categorical that the nation could not
assert its rightful place in the world until they came to power under inept
predecessors.



They are trying to rework the terms of engagement of their respective countries with
the world. The notion of shared values of India and the U.S. has acquired a whole new
meaning under Mr. Trump and Mr. Modi.



True to their politics: Supporters of stronger U.S.-India ties had thought the nationalist
politics of these two leaders would have a limited impact on bilateral ties that have
autonomous drivers of convergence.



But both leaders have been remarkably true to their politics in their governance. Mr.
Trump has forced significant turns in the American approach to the world, blunting
resistance from the security and corporate establishment.



While Mr. Modi commanded the wholehearted support of the Indian military and
security establishment for his disruptive security and strategic steps at home and
abroad, though corporate India protests under its breath.



Shared values notwithstanding, national interests as perceived by these leaders have
several points of divergence and therein lies in the current tumult in India-U.S. ties.
While Mr. Trump has been outspokenly confrontational with the “world order” that he
says has worked against American interests, Mr. Modi swings between calling for
adherence to order and chipping away at it.



America under Mr. Trump has wrecked treaties such as the Paris climate agreement
and institutions such as the World Trade Organization and the United Nations, making
a mockery of “rule based order”.



India under Mr. Modi continues to push for more space for itself in global affairs by
seeking a permanent seat in the UN Security Council and membership in the Nuclear
Suppliers Group. There has also been the cancellation of several bilateral investment
treaties, based on the understanding that they were negotiated on a weak footing.
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India’s approach of cautiously challenging the world order predates Mr. Modi, as seen
in its nuclear ambitions, but the current regime has been audacious, pre-emptive
military action in a foreign country being the most instructive.



Under Mr. Trump, America expanded the principle of pre-emptive strike to include
the assassination of a senior official of Iran. Mr. Trump and Mr. Modi tried to
renegotiate the neighbourhood policy of America and India, respectively.



After dismantling the North American Free Trade Agreement, Mr. Trump forced
Mexico and Canada to accede to his demands in a new trade deal. Mr. Modi’s spirited
outreach in the neighbourhood is still playing out, as it has touched raw nerves in
small countries always wary of a domineering India.



India’s historically warm ties with Bangladesh have been frayed. While Mr. Trump
does not care about its forward posturing, India also cannot expect any American
support in realising its ambitions of reordering the global power structure in its favour.



China and Pakistan: India’s ties with the U.S. are impacted by America’s ties with
India’s adversaries and neighbours, China and Pakistan. Mr. Trump’s bluster against
both had lit hope that there would finally be a near-complete alignment between India
and the U.S. on strategy.



Mr. Modi asked his audience in Houston which included President Mr. Trump:
“Whether it is 9/11 in America or 26/11 in Mumbai, where were the conspirators
found?” But there is no guarantee that cultural politics can align them.



Despite his avowed opposition to America’s endless wars in West Asia, the cultural
warrior in Mr. Trump has been tricked bythe country’s military establishment into
going against Iran headlong, which is not in India’s interest.



Mr. Trump and Mr. Modi share strong bonding with the Gulf Cooperation Council
kings, but their courses in the region are diverging. The American President’s
impatience to get out of Afghanistan before the polling day had already pushed his
administration closer to Pakistan, which is now further necessitated by his adventurist
Iran policy.



As he appears to be lurching into fresh conflicts in the region, Pakistani generals are
back in demand. While professional strategists have continued to read from the

www.chahalacademy.com

Page 139

The Hindu Editorial Analysis
January 2020
checklist on China in the last three years, Mr. Trump has been singularly focused on
one question - trade.


He cares little about China’s expansionism and at any rate that is not a factor in his ties
with other Asian countries. He forced new trade deals on Japan and South Korea, and
continues to look for a grand deal with China itself.



Points of fission: Far from seeing India as deserving special concessions to
counterbalance China as old wisdom demanded, Mr. Trump has bracketed India and
China as two countries that have duped his predecessors to gain undue advantage. He
has accused both countries, in the same tweet, of raising trade barriers, having weak
intellectual property protections, and stealing American jobs.



He finds little value in Mr. Modi’s climate policy. And he has followed it up with
restrictions on H-1B visa, ending of India’s status under the World Trade
Organization’s Generalized System of Preferences and other punitive actions.



This has been matched by India’s own protectionist measures, in response to
American actions and independent of it. By increasing hydrocarbon imports from the
U.S., the Modi government is trying to reduce India’s trade surplus. Meanwhile, the
intemperate mobilisation of Indian diaspora in America by the government has
resulted in the inevitable blowback.



The diaspora has been divided, and the bipartisan support for India is now squandered.
Progressive sections on the Democratic side and religious libertarians and evangelicals
on the Trump side are both concerned about India’s majoritarian turn. Nobody can
shun India; but nobody celebrates India either.



A robust economy has allowed Mr. Trump the political space to temper his polarising
rhetoric while Mr. Modi has had to double down on his, amid a sluggish economy.
Partnership with America is critical to Mr. Modi’s plans for India, but the inverse is
not true for Mr. Trump. The U.S. President’s India visit scheduled for next month will
be part of an ongoing exploration of a new equilibrium in ties.

44) Becoming Like Pakistan


CONTEXT: India should realise that trade and opening borders can address Kashmir
dispute

www.chahalacademy.com

Page 140

The Hindu Editorial Analysis
January 2020


BODY: What happened in the Valley was hair-raising enough to shock the world and
drag Pakistan back into its national position of challenging India.



Pakistan was supposed to become like India if it wanted to survive. India’s former
foreign affairs minister, Yashwant Sinha, used to point out that while India had fought
a war with China in 1962 and still had territorial disputes with it, China was India’s
largest trading partner.



Today, Sinha is not a part of the BJP. And, instead of Pakistan following India, India
is becoming like Pakistan.



PAKISTAN'S REFUSAL: Pakistan refuses to budge from its revisionist track. It
keeps on fighting sub-nuclear wars with India and hurting its economy. It has disputes
with India, but so has Bangladesh. But Bangladesh doesn’t challenge its bigger
neighbour like Pakistan.



Look at the figures: Pakistan’s foreign exchange reserves stood at $15 billion in
October 2019, while Bangladesh’s reserves were $32.93 billion in 2018. Bangladesh’s
economy is expected to grow at 7.2 per cent in 2019, and around 6.8 per cent in 2020.



Pakistan is in the IMF’s oxygen tent for the coming years given its indebtedness.



INCREASING DEFENCE BUDGET: Despite being in the US’s anti-China camp,
bilateral trade between India and China is set to cross $100 billion in 2019.



Pakistan didn’t listen to Sinha - today India too doesn’t — and its defence budget is
3.6 per cent of its GDP.



But according to the World Bank figures for 1988 to 2003, Pakistan’s military
expenditure represented 25-29 per cent of the Central government expenditure, and 67 per cent of its gross national income.



On the other hand, India’s defence budget is 1.6 per cent of GDP, while Bangladesh’s
is 1.4 per cent.



PAKISTAN DURING 1980's: The “rejected economist” Atif Mian said in The New
York Times, “Pakistan’s economy, like the airplane, has crashed 13 times in the last
60 years, each time requiring an IMF bailout.

www.chahalacademy.com

Page 141

The Hindu Editorial Analysis
January 2020


It wasn’t always so. During the 1980s, in per capita terms, Pakistan was richer than
India, China and Bangladesh by 15, 38 and 46 per cent. Today Pakistan is the
poorest.”



In 1948, Pakistan’s trade with India formed 56 per cent of its exports and 32 per cent
of imports. In 2018, the bilateral trade between Pakistan and India was merely 2.76 per
cent and 0.35 per cent of their global trade. In 2018, Pakistan even banned border
trade with India after the latter abrogated Article 370 of its Constitution.



IMRAN KHAN'S EFFORTS TO REACH HIS COUNTERPART: When Imran
Khan became prime minister of Pakistan he called on his Indian counterpart Narendra
Modi to “normalise” relations because Pakistan wanted to trade rather than fight.



But, Modi was busy getting rid of Article 370 even as Khan got together with his army
chief General Bajwa to open the Kartarpur Sahib shrine for Indian visitors.



What happened in the Valley was hair-raising enough to shock the world and drag
Pakistan back into its national position of challenging India.



Soon, both Khan and Modi faced their own separate challenges on the economy, one
going into the IMF tent, the other getting hit from low growth and weakening political
strength in states.



PAKISTAN'S EFFORTS TO ISOLATE INDIA: Khan has failed to get the world
to support his plaint about the abrogation of Article 370; not even the so-called Islamic
world is willing to stand with him on the Kashmir dispute.



Yet, Pakistan feels less challenged today on the eastern front than on its western
boundary.



Once considered Pakistan’s “strategic depth”, Afghanistan has emerged as the most
unpredictable counter in Pakistan’s foreign policy game-plan. India is there in Kabul
and is close to Iran as well.



TALIBANS THREAT: Once the Americans leave, the Kabul government will fall,
handing it over to the Taliban and their al Qaeda and ISIS soldiers.
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They will milk both India and Pakistan, but will endanger Pakistan more with their
ideology which blends dangerously with Pakistan’s “weak” territories abutting the
Durand Line.



Pakistan, which is planning to hold the next summit of the defunct regional trading
bloc SAARC in Islamabad in 2020, must convince India that through trade and
opening of borders, the dispute of Kashmir can be laid to rest.

45) Restoring The Trust


The government should fix calendar for data releases, restore autonomy and powers of
NSC.



CONCERNS OVER THE ABILITY OF INDIAN STATISTICAL SYSTEM: For
some time now, concerns have been voiced over the ability of the once famed Indian
statistical system to bring out credible and timely data.



The government has only fuelled such doubts by repeatedly showing its discomfiture
with data put out by the statistical system that is seemingly at odds with its projected
narrative.



The suppression of the periodic labour force survey for 2017-18 which showed that
unemployment had touched a record high of 6.1 per cent,



And the subsequent withdrawal of the consumption expenditure survey, which showed
that consumption had declined between 2011-12 and 2017-18, only lend credence to
the charge of political interference with the statistical system.



STEPS TAKEN BY THE GOVERNMENT: On its part, the government has
recently taken steps to restore the creditability of Indian statistics:



It has set up a committee under the chairmanship of Pronab Sen, former chief
statistician of India, and has included some academics who have questioned official
statistics.



The committees could begin by addressing various data issues such as the growing
divergence between:
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consumption expenditure estimates from the National Sample Survey and the National
Account Statistics,



the accuracy of the new GDP estimates by examining the Ministry of Corporate
Affairs data, and the computation and application of deflators in GDP estimation.



However, as Sen has told this newspaper, the committee’s remit is limited — it ends
with the submission of good and timely data to the national statistical office.



RESTORING THE CREDIBILITY: More needs to be done to restore the
credibility of the statistical system:



To begin with, the government should put in place a calendar for all data releases.



To be sure, data such as the national accounts, the index of industrial production, and
inflation are released regularly as per a pre-determined calendar.



But such timelines have not been set for the release of the employment or
consumption expenditure surveys.



For instance, the idea behind having quarterly surveys of urban employment was to
bring out data on the employment situation in the country more frequently, rather than
once every five years.



This would be a valuable input into policy making. Yet, rather than releasing them on
a regular basis, the government has resorted to releasing them in an ad hoc manner.



Ensuring timely release of data would thus be the first step towards restoring the
credibility of the statistical system.



AUTONOMY AND POWERS OF THE NSC: The Centre should also reconsider its
position on the National Statistical Commission (NSC):



As Sen has stated, the NSC bill essentially turns the NSC into a public sector
undertaking with no powers of its own.



Restoring the autonomy and powers of the NSC will go a long way in insulating the
statistical system from the charge of political interference.
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46) The Respect She Deserves


CONTEXT: With women playing a leadership role in managing their community’s
water resources, minus the drudgery of walking for miles to fetch water for their
families, the Jal Jeevan Mission will provide a massive fillip to the ease of living for
women, and they will no longer be beasts of burden.



DRUDGERY OF WOMEN: For centuries, in most parts of the country, especially in
rural areas, our women have borne the responsibility (or should I say the burden) of
ensuring the water security of their homes.



Our mothers and sisters have silently catered to every water need of their families. In
some instances, this would involve walking long distances in unfriendly weather and
treacherous terrain —



in the blistering heat of Rajasthan to the majestic hills of Uttarakhand to the parched
lands of eastern Maharashtra.



FACTS AND FIGURES REGARDING THE SCARSE WATER: These unsung
heroes, however, have witnessed an exponential increase in their water woes in the
past few decades:



For a country with 16 per cent of the world’s population, and only 4 per cent of the
world’s freshwater resources, with the changing weather patterns and frequent
droughts, over 250 of the 700 districts of India’s districts are now water stressed.



Two hundred and fifty-six of our approximately 700 districts have groundwater levels
which are “critical” or “over-exploited” as per the latest data from the Central Ground
Water Board (2017).



To put it simply, this means that fetching water in these districts is now that much
harder, as the water table has fallen that much deeper.



According to a report by the National Commission for Women, on an average, a rural
woman in Rajasthan walks over 2.5 km to reach a water source. This is probably an
underestimate.



But the bottom-line is that our women and girls spend a significant proportion of their
time on fetching water.
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CHANGING SITUATIONS: In 2014, India witnessed history in the making as the
nation saw an incredible shift in the national development agenda.



This shift in policy focus was to reduce the drudgery faced specially by women and
girls, and improve their quality of life by providing them services targeted for their
convenience.



The first major step in this direction was when Prime Minister drew the attention of
1.25 billion Indians from the ramparts of the Red Fort and addressed the need to end
the practice of open defecation — and restore the dignity of our women and their basic
health.



Over the next five years, the Swachh Bharat revolution has transformed lives across
the country by ensuring access to safe sanitation for over 10 crore households.



In 2017, a study by the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation had estimated that there
were fewer women with lower than normal body mass index in open defecation free
(ODF) villages in India as compared to other villages where people defecated in the
open.



By October 2019, all villages in India had declared themselves ODF. Just recently,
another study by scholars from the Ashoka University and the University of Virginia,
has found that the increased in-home toilet access in India has significantly reduced
sexual assaults on women.



VARIOUS SCHEMES AIMED AT REDUCING THE DRUDGERY: And then
there were many subsequent programmes of government focused on reducing
drudgery for women, improving their health and giving them the respect, they deserve.
These programmes have also empowered women to lead the change.



The Ujjwala scheme provided LPG cylinders to crores of rural women, saving them
from the toxic fumes that they breathed on a daily basis when they burnt firewood for
their chulhas.



The POSHAN abhiyan supports the health of children, adolescent girls and women, to
reduce cases of low birth weight, stunting, under-nutrition, and anaemia.
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The Swachh Bharat Mission has created a cadre of head women masons, better known
as “Rani Mistris”, who have breached a traditional male bastion and have already
constructed lakhs of toilets across the country.



By announcing the Jal Jeevan Mission from the Red Fort during his first Independence
Day speech of his second term, the prime minister has once again shown that his
government is committed to un-burdening the lives of our mothers and sisters, and
providing them the opportunity to use their time more productively and improve their
quality of life.



The Mission aims at providing Har Ghar Jal or piped water supply to all households
by 2024. While 57 per cent of the country is covered with public stand posts for their
daily water supply, the JJM will connect individual households to appropriate and
adequate water supply. Currently, only 18 per cent of rural households have this
amenity.



STEP-BY-STEP APPROACH TO TACKLE THE PROBLEM: The prime
minister listed out the government’s step-by-step approach to tackle this problem
whose time had come:



One, the new Ministry of Jal Shakti breaks the silos in which the water sector had been
working in, allowing for institutional integration from the centre till the grass roots.



Two, schemes are being designed with local flexibility to allow for effective adaptivity
to local situations.



Three, source sustainability is being mandatorily built into schemes to ensure that
every drop of water is recycled and reused.



And four, these efforts must take form of a jan andolan for water to ensure the overall
water security of our great nation.



ATAL JAL YOJANA: Another scheme to conserve groundwater in regions with low
water tables, the Atal Jal Yojana, was also recently launched by the Prime Minister in
New Delhi.



Also based on community participation, a key component of this programme is the
formation of water use associations, in which at least 50 per cent of members are to be
women.
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CONCLUSION: The signs are all there and the winds of change are in tandem with
the mood of the nation. For real change, it is optimal that we ensure that the real heads
of the households — our mothers and sisters — continue to be at the centre of our
country’s development agenda.

47) On Terror Funding And Pakistan: Black And Grey


The deliberations, in Beijing, of the Asia-Pacific joint group of the global watchdog on
terror financing and money laundering, the Financial Action Task Force (FATF), gave
Pakistan some encouraging news: that it had progressed in its efforts to avoid a
blacklisting.



A final decision will be taken at a plenary meeting of the body, expected in Paris next
month: in keeping Pakistan on the current “grey list”, downgrading it to a “black list”,
or letting it off altogether for the moment.



The 39-member body had determined that Pakistan was to be placed on the grey list in
2018, and presented it a 27-point list of actions. These included freezing the funds of
UN Security Council entities such as 26/11 mastermind Hafiz Saeed and the LeT, the
Jaish-e-Mohammed (JeM) and other Taliban-affiliated groups.



The actions entailed a sustained effort to bring legal action against these groups, and
also called for changes to Pakistani law in line with global standards for measures
against money laundering and financing terrorism.



Unlike in October 2019, when Pakistan had completed five points, the Beijing meeting
has cleared it on 14 points. While Pakistan’s progress will come as a disappointment
to India - it wants more scrutiny of Pakistan’s support to terror groups lest Islamabad
feels it has been let off the hook - there are a few points to consider.



First, the grey listing is not new. Pakistan was placed on it in 2012, and was removed
in 2015 after it passed a National Action Plan to deal with terrorism following the
2014 Peshawar School massacre. It was also placed under severe restrictions in the
years 2008-2012, after the Mumbai attack.



Second, this last grey list period has already seen some Indian demands met, including
the chargesheeting of Hafiz Saeed for terror financing, and the addition of JeM chief
Masood Azhar to the UNSC 1267 list.
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Finally, although the FATF is a technical organisation, there is no doubting that
geopolitics and bilateral deals play a part in deciding outcomes. As a result, New
Delhi must study the politics behind Pakistan’s FATF “progress”.



Officials have suggested that Pakistan’s role in ensuring Taliban talks are brought to a
successful conclusion soon may have weighed with the U.S. and its allies in the
grouping.



Other countries may have determined that with China in the president’s chair, and the
backing of Turkey and Malaysia, Pakistan could escape being blacklisted in any case,
and dropped the effort.



India’s recent troubles on the international stage, including the UNSC where China
has been allowed to raise the Kashmir issue twice in five months, after nearly five
decades, may also be a reason its objections at the Beijing discussions were not
considered as carefully as in the past.

48) On NIA Takeover of Bhima Koregaon Case: Dubious Decision


The Home Ministry’s abrupt decision to transfer the investigation into the Bhima
Koregaon cases in Maharashtra to the National Investigation Agency (NIA) is an
unwarranted interference in the police powers of the State.



It is clearly aimed at preventing the new regime in Maharashtra from reviewing the
controversial probe done under the BJP-led government through a Special
Investigation Team of its own.



The Pune police have filed a charge sheet against known rights defenders and activists
on the grave charge of being part of a Maoist plot against the government, basing their
claim on purported material seized from computers during raids.



What began as a case relating to alleged provocative speeches during the ‘Elgar
Parishad’, an event held on December 31, 2017, to commemorate a military victory of
Dalits against the Peshwa army 200 years earlier, followed by some incidents of
violence, was then transformed into a sinister plot to overthrow the government,
allegedly at the behest of the Communist Party of India (Maoist).
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The police conducted raids across the country and named some activists and lawyers
in the FIR. Even though there was an outlandish claim based on a letter of doubtful
authenticity that there was an assassination plot against the Prime Minister, this
allegation did not find place in the FIR, or remand applications.



Despite its inter-State ramifications, the State government vehemently opposed a
petition in the Supreme Court for a court-monitored independent probe. At that time,
the Centre, also helmed by the BJP, expressed no inclination to hand over the probe to
the NIA, even though sections of the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act (UAPA)
were invoked.



Significantly, the Supreme Court, by a 2-1 majority, declined to intervene with the
police probe, remaining unmoved by the arguments of scholars such as Romila Thapar
and Prabhat Patnaik that it was an attempt to hound rights defenders and suppress
political dissent.



The Union government cannot now turn around and claim that it is a fit case for an
NIA probe. A provision in the NIA Act does allow the Centre to give a suo motu
direction to the NIA to take over any investigation, if offences listed in a schedule to
the Act are committed.



The Centre’s suo motu power is likely to be tested for its constitutionality when
Chhattisgarh’s suit against the NIA comes up. The episode highlights fears expressed
by some States that their police power would be compromised if the NIA was
established.



But what is legally questionable now is not the Centre’s power, but whether such a
decision is tenable at this stage, long after it became common knowledge that an
offence under UAPA had taken place and its ramifications known.



The inevitable conclusion is that the Centre’s intervention is a ploy to continue the
political narrative that the lawyers and activists sympathetic towards the cause of tribal
people in conflict-hit areas are ‘urban Naxals’ or Maoists.

49) The Stress in State Finances
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CONTEXT: The unaudited fiscal data of 21 states, which account for around 90 per
cent of India’s GDP in 2017-18, for the first eight months (April-November) of the
current financial year, reveals some sombre trends.



General government spending was one of the major drivers of economic growth in the
first half of this fiscal year.



And with state governments accounting for a majority of total general government
spending, it is critical to analyse the trends in their finances.



FALL IN REVENUE RECEIPTS: First, at the aggregate level, revenue receipts of
these states have grown by a mere 4.6 per cent, sliding down from 15.3 per cent over
the same period last year.



Under the broad rubric of revenue receipts, the analysis shows that the states’ share in
Central tax devolution has slowed the most, contracting by 2.3 per cent during this
period, after having grown by 12.1 per cent over the same period last year.



This fall likely reflects an adjustment made for the higher-than-mandated devolution
carried out in during the last fiscal year.



This was a consequence of the optimistic forecast of the Centre’s gross tax collections
in its revised estimates for that year, relative to the subsequently available provisional
actuals.



FALL IN TAX REVENUES: Moreover, the Centre’s gross tax revenues are
expected to fall short of the budgeted target by a considerable Rs 3- 3.5 trillion this
fiscal year.



Based on the shortfalls in the Centre’s tax collections last year, and the estimated gap
this year, the aggregate tax devolution to all states may be as much as Rs 1.7 – 2.2
trillion lower in the current fiscal year than what was budgeted.



REVENUE RISK STARING AT THE STATE GOVERNMENTS: In addition, the
states’ own non-tax revenues have contracted by 1.5 per cent during the first eight
months of this fiscal year, after an expansion of 15.3 per cent over the same period last
year.
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Further, growth of states’ own tax revenues, the largest source of their revenue
receipts, eased to a tepid 2.2 per cent during this period, down from a healthy 16 per
cent over the same period last year, dampened, in part by the modest rise in collections
of the State Goods and Services Tax (SGST).



However, grants from the Centre to these states grew by 26.9 per cent during these
eight months, up from 18.7 per cent last year, driven likely by a 72.7 per cent
expansion in the GST compensation paid to all states.



This amounted to Rs 647 billion in April-November 2019, up from Rs 374 billion in
these months last year.



Subsequently, another tranche of Rs 359 billion was released to states in December
2019, comparable in size to the release in the first eight months of last year.



The primary factor boosting the GST compensation seems to be the low growth in
states’ GST revenues relative to the mandated 14 per cent annual growth for the fiveyear transition period.



CONCERNS OVER THE DELAYS IN THE COMPENSATION: Some state
governments have voiced concerns over the delays in receipt of the compensation
amount in recent months, which has complicated their fiscal position and cash flow
management.



The timing of receipt of the compensation is the second major revenue risk facing
state governments.



If compensation for one or more months of the current fiscal year gets delayed to the
next fiscal year, we may well find some traditionally revenue surplus states staring at a
revenue deficit as well as a sharp rise in their fiscal deficit this year.



But it seems states will have to start gearing up for life without the GST
compensation.



The brunt of subdued revenue expansion is clearly faced by capital expenditure, whose
growth shrank to 1.4 per cent in the first eight months of this fiscal year, down from a
healthy 19.8 per cent over the same period last year.
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The data indicates a multi-fold increase in the aggregate revenue deficit of these states
to Rs 829 billion (April-November 2019), up from Rs 155 billion over the same period
last year.



Their fiscal deficit has also widened to Rs 2,643 billion over this period (53 per cent of
the budgeted amount), up from Rs 2,199 billion last year (48.7 per cent of the
budgeted amount).



MARKET BORROWINGS BY STATES: It is thus not a surprise that market
borrowings or State Development Loans (SDLs) have risen substantially this year.



According to ICRA’s estimates, net SDL issuance of all states and eligible union
territories (UTs) rose by 15.5 per cent to Rs 2,806 billion in the first three quarters of
this fiscal year, up from Rs 2,429 billion last year.



This trend has been exacerbated by larger redemptions this year. Accordingly, the
combined gross SDL issuance have expanded by a significant 34.9 per cent to Rs
3,874 billion this fiscal year (April-December), up from Rs 2,872 billion last year.



The calendar for state government market borrowings for the fourth quarter indicates
tentative gross SDL issuances of Rs 2,086 billion in the quarter, implying a moderate
9.1 per cent growth. But, this conceals a large dip in redemptions.



According to our estimates, there will be a dip in redemptions during the fourth
quarter, implying that net SDL issuances will expand by a staggering 55.7 per cent to
Rs 1,766 billion in Q4FY20, up from Rs 1,134 billion last year, underlining the stress
in state government finances this year.



RISING FISCAL DEFICITS: If market borrowings in the fourth quarter are in line
with the amounts indicated, total gross borrowing this fiscal year would rise by 24.6
per cent to nearly Rs 6 trillion, up from Rs 4.8 trillion last year.



Moreover, net borrowings by states would rise by an even sharper 28.3 per cent to Rs
4.6 trillion this year, becoming nearly as large as the Central government’s net market
borrowings of Rs 4.7 trillion that have been announced so far for this year.
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50) Warnings From Europe


CONTEXT: Six resolutions have been tabled in the European Parliament against the
Citizenship Amendment Act and proposed NRC, as well as the detentions and
restrictions on communications in Kashmir, show India in poor light.



The resolutions, which will be taken up for discussion on January 29, varyingly
denounce the CAA as having the potential to create the largest crisis of statelessness in
the world.



And also having adverse consequences for India’s internal stability, of being
discriminatory on the grounds of religion, and of violating the principle of equality.



In all, the resolutions involve 626 of the 751 members of the European parliament.



Only one of the resolutions, by a centre-right bloc in the EP, was willing to give any
quarter to India, coming close in its formulation to India’s position that these are
internal matters on which a sovereign power has the right to take its decisions.



INDIA-EU PROPOSED FTA: The resolutions have come weeks before Prime
Minister Narendra Modi is to go to Brussels for the EU-India summit in March, an
important event in Delhi’s diplomatic calendar.



The two sides have been trying to tie up a Bilateral Trade and Investment Agreement,
a pact that acquires more significance after India’s withdrawal from the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Partnership.



The EU is India’s largest trading partner and some parliamentarians had earlier said
that any trade agreement with India should include a human rights clause.



NEW DELHI'S STAND: Delhi has not made an official statement yet, but has put
out unofficially that the European Parliament has no business debating the authority
and rights of a democratically elected government and its legislature.



However, it has to be borne in mind that just three months ago, it was the Indian
government that invited two dozen European lawmakers from India-friendly far-right
groups and took them on a guided tour of Kashmir as part of its diplomatic outreach to
explain the August 5 decisions, hoping their pro-India views would carry the day.
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As a seasoned international player, the Ministry of External Affairs should know that
it cannot take the position that only favourable views on its internal affairs are kosher.



INDIA'S CHALLENGES AGAINT GLOBALIZATION: Today’s globalised
world is as concerned about the movement of people as it is about the movement of
goods.



Actions by any country with potential for causing ripples elsewhere worries the
international community.



India cannot turn its face away from such concerns though no European nation has
criticised the government’s moves.



The resolutions should also give pause for Delhi to consider how much headway
diplomacy can make when the ground situation inspires little confidence.

51) On political candidates with criminal records: Crime and politics
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The Supreme Court has taken a timely decision by agreeing to hear a plea from the
Election Commission of India (ECI) to direct political parties to not field candidates
with criminal antecedents.



The immediate provocation is the finding that 46% of Members of Parliament have
criminal records. While the number might be inflated as many politicians tend to be
charged with relatively minor offences - “unlawful assembly” and “defamation”.



The real worry is that the current cohort of Lok Sabha MPs has the highest (29%)
proportion of those with serious declared criminal cases compared to its recent
predecessors.



Researchers have found that such candidates with serious records seem to do well
despite their public image, largely due to their ability to finance their own elections
and bring substantive resources to their respective parties.



Some voters tend to view such candidates through a narrow prism: of being able to
represent their interests by hook or by crook. Others do not seek to punish these
candidates in instances where they are in contest with other candidates with similar
records.



Either way, these unhealthy tendencies in the democratic system reflect a poor image
of the nature of India’s state institutions and the quality of its elected representatives.



The Supreme Court has come up with a series of landmark judgments on addressing
this issue. It removed the statutory protection of convicted legislators from immediate
disqualification in 2013, and in 2014, directed the completion of trials involving
elected representatives within a year.



In 2017, it asked the Centre to frame a scheme to appoint special courts to exclusively
try cases against politicians, and for political parties to publicise pending criminal
cases faced by their candidates in 2018.



But these have not been a deterrent to legislators with dubious credentials. Perhaps
what would do the trick is a rule that disallows candidates against whom charges have
been framed in court for serious offences, but this is something for Parliament to
consider as an amendment to the Representation of the People Act, 1951.
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This denouement, however, is still a pie in the sky given the composition of the Lower
House with a number of representatives facing serious cases. Ultimately, this is a
consequence of a structural problem in Indian democracy and the nature of the Indian
state.



While formally, the institutions of the state are present and subject to the electoral will
of the people, substantively, they are still relatively weak and lackadaisical in
governance and delivery of public goods, which has allowed cynical voters to elect
candidates despite their dubious credentials and for their ability to work on a
patronage system.



Successive judgments to bar criminal candidates from contesting have done little.
While judicial pronouncements on making it difficult for criminal candidates to
contest are necessary, only enhanced awareness and increased democratic
participation could create the right conditions for the decriminalisation of politics.

52) On A.P. Cabinet nod to abolish Legislative Council: Abolition Politics


The abolition and revival of the second chamber in State legislatures have become
matters of political expediency. Andhra Pradesh is the latest State to favour the
alteration of the status quo regarding the Upper House, in an Assembly resolution for
its Legislative Council’s abolition.



A.P. Chief Minister Y.S. Jagan Mohan Reddy’s drastic step comes after key
legislation intended to take forward his three-capital proposal was referred to a select
committee by the Council, in which his party does not have a majority.



His grievance: the Council is working with a political agenda to block his proposal.
While the need for a bicameral legislature in the States has often been questioned, few
would support the idea that the potential difficulty in getting the Council’s approval
should be a reason for its abolition.



CMs ought to bear the possible delay that Council’s opinion or course of action may
cause & seek to build legislative consensus instead of pushing their agenda through.



In particular, Mr. Reddy will have to listen to different voices on his proposal to locate
the State High Court in Kurnool, its legislature in Amaravati, and the government
secretariat in Visakhapatnam.
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A.P.’s proposal will bear fruit only if Parliament passes a law to that effect, based on
the State’s request. Recent experience suggests that States without a Legislative
Council favour its revival. Rajasthan, Assam, Odisha and Madhya Pradesh have
passed resolutions for a revival, but are yet to get parliamentary approval.



In Tamil Nadu, at least two erstwhile DMK regimes had favoured revival, and even
parliamentary approval given in 2010 did not result in the actual re-establishment of
the Council, which was dissolved in 1986. In A.P., the N.T. Rama Rao regime sought
its abolition in 1983, and it was approved by Parliament in 1985.



Under the Congress’s Y.S. Rajasekhara Reddy, the Legislative Council was revived in
2007. It is quite clear that wherever the Council is sought to be revived or abolished,
there is no consensus.



A parliamentary committee that went into the Bills introduced in respect of Assam and
Rajasthan suggested that the Centre evolve a national policy on having an Upper
House in the States.



The larger question is whether the Councils are serving their intended purpose - to
take a considered view on matters without being influenced by electoral
considerations. If the Upper Houses are used only for accommodating leaders who
have lost general elections, there may not be much meaning in their existence.



There is less justification for having separate representation in Councils for graduates
and local bodies when democracy has taken roots and Assemblies are representative of
all sections.

53) The Continuing Theme of Uncertainty, Volatility


CONTEXT: In 2020, India needs to gear up to face thorny problems on the internal,
geopolitical and economic fronts.



DEVIATIONS ACROSS THE WORLD: The image of a darkening world which
haunted 2019 continues, even as 2020 commences.



Together with increased turbulence, what is evident is that the world is regressing in
several directions.
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Democracy and democratic freedoms are coming under increasing attack accompanied
by a retreat from liberalism and globalisation.



This is not limited to any one country or a group of countries, but is evident across
much of the world.



GLOBAL RUPTURES: Geopolitical fault-lines widened in 2019. America’s
leadership of the world came under increasing threat from countries such as China.



The future of the United Kingdom, under the shadow of Brexit, remained unclear.
Europe seemed to be in eclipse.



Latin and Central America were in turmoil. E.g. Venezuela's economic collapse
explode into the most severe migration crisis in the region's history.



In Asia, Afghanistan appeared to be at a crossroads in its history.



Instability plagued Syria, Iraq, Lebanon and Egypt. Civil war conditions prevailed in
many regions.



Violent protests raged in many domains, including Hong Kong, once a symbol of
“One Country Two Systems”.



Existing threats to the security of nations remained unchanged, even as offensive
cyber-attacks became the new weapon of choice in many situations.



USA-IRAN HOSTILITY: As 2020 progresses, the spectre that haunts nations is, if
anything, bleaker:



Geopolitically, it would be tempting to assert that this is perhaps the most troubled
time in recent history, given the looming spectre of an all-out war between Iran and
the United States.



Exertion of “maximum pressure” by the U.S. to minimise Iran’s influence and reduce
its support to proxies in the region and elsewhere had resulted in a major stand-off by
the beginning of 2020.



Following the assassination of Qasem Soleimani, one of Iran’s top Generals and
Commander of its Qods Force, and several of his associates, the extent of fury in Iran
and Iraq, and to a large extent across the entire Muslim world, has been intense.
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This has put both the region and the world in grave jeopardy.
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DOMESTIC TENSIONS: From a national perspective, 2019 posited at best, a mixed
bag:



General Elections held in April-May heightened political tensions. esp against the
backdrop of victories of Opposition parties in the Assembly Elections in three states
towards the end of 2018.



Acrimony over allegations of corruption, especially over the Rafale fighter aircraft
deal, had further vitiated the political atmosphere.



In February 2019, a suicide bomber carried out a massive explosive attack on a
Central Reserve Police Force (CRPF) convoy in Pulwama, killing 44 personnel.



In retaliation, India carried out an aerial strike on a JeM training camp in Balakot,
inside Pakistan, causing unspecified damage.



It briefly raised the spectre of a direct confrontation with Pakistan.



In the second half of 2019, Parliament diluted Article 370 of the Constitution, and
carved out two Union Territories of Jammu & Kashmir and Ladakh.



This was accompanied by a massive clampdown, including a communication
blackout, and the arrest of almost the entire top leadership of the political
establishment in J&K.



In the final weeks of 2019, the Government introduced Citizenship (Amendment) Act,
which is implicitly seen as linked to a National Register of Citizens, though the
Government has since declared that this is not the case.



It provoked widespread protests on the ground that the legislation violated some of the
basic precepts of the Constitution, and applied the test of religion, to exclude (Muslim)
refugees from neighbouring countries such as Pakistan, Bangladesh and Afghanistan,
from being given Indian citizenship.



NEIGHBOURHOOD TIES: As 2020 commences, India’s foreign policy challenges
remain very considerable:
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India-Pakistan relations remain frozen, even as Pakistan continues to make overtures
to the U.S., and further cements its relationship with China at one level and Saudi
Arabia at another.



Sino-Indian relations continue to be riddled with numerous problems. The vexed SinoIndian border dispute remains in deep freeze.



China, meanwhile, has embarked more aggressively on establishing its leadership
across Asia; in the shadow play for influence across parts of Asia, including South
Asia, China seems to be gaining at India’s expense.



India’s attempts at creating a supportive environment in its immediate neighbourhood
in 2020 remains equally challenging.



While relations with the Maldives improved during the past year, the advent of a new
Government in Sri Lanka, headed by the Rajapaksas, does not augur too well for
India.



Relations with Bangladesh appear satisfactory on the surface, but underlying strains
are emerging.



Relations with the United Arab Emirates are better than at any time previously, but the
India-Saudi Arabia relationship can at best be termed uncertain.



Relations with Iran are likely to become highly problematic, in view of India’s “tilt”
towards the U.S., and the open hostility on display currently between Iran and the U.S.



ISSUES WITHIN: On the domestic front, India again will need to find solutions to
quite a few thorny problems:



Removing tight controls in J&K and restoring civil liberties there, including the
release of senior political leaders, will require very deft handling, given the “pressure
cooker” atmosphere that prevails.



India will also need to watch out for a very different type of agitation in J&K,
something between “civil disobedience” and an “intifada type” struggle.



While India appears reasonably well-positioned to deal with some of the other internal
threats, including insurgencies in the North-east, Naxalite violence, and the “terror
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imperative”, the fallout of protests over the CAA has the potential to become India’s
most serious threat in decades.


Already, it is aggravating the fault-lines in society and this could become the
harbinger(signal/indicator) of a highly divisive period in India’s recent history.



Already, the eddies(whirlpool or turmoil) of controversy over this and other disparate
issues are beginning to coalesce(unite) into a major maelstrom(disturbance) of
protests, with India’s youth, including many belonging to universities and higher
institutes of learning, up in arms on manifold issues.



At present these seem to have little in common, excepting opposition to those in
authority for the latter’s perceived insensitivity to public protests.



When assaults on students of Jamia Milia University or Jawaharlal Nehru University
in Delhi become a common platform of protest for students across the nation, it,
however, marks a significant shift in public opinion.



Perceived insensitivity by those in authority to such protests, and misguided attempts
to polarise opinion in these circumstances can prove to be short sighted.



MANAGING THE ECONOMY: Furthermore, given the current economic malaise
facing the country, which can hardly be treated as a cyclical phenomenon, the
economic portents for 2020 also do not look too good.



For several months now, the country has witnessed the slowing down of the economy
and India’s growth story appears set to lose much of its shine.



A sustained below 5% GDP growth could become a recipe for disaster. Already, India
is being mentioned as among 2020’s top geopolitical risks.



CONCLUSION: Given the total impact of the various aspects, those in charge would
do well to be aware of and prepare for the major problems that lie ahead.



The digital revolution that is under way and the awesome power of Artificial
Intelligence, Machine-Learning, Quantum Computing and Bio-Technology may not
be enough in the circumstances.
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54) Decisions Are Made Based On a Convergence of Interests


CONTEXT: The ongoing protests against issues linked to citizenship are serious and
the government has to find a way to reassure the protesters.



But it is too much of a stretch to say that the demonstrations will hurt India’s foreign
policy interests.



The international order envisaged in the UN Charter is based on sovereignty, and
interfering in the internal affairs of other nations is specifically prohibited.



COLD WAR ERA: During the Cold War, human rights issues were used selectively
to discredit governments, but even apartheid South Africa was not isolated fully.



Similarly, the Non-Aligned Movement was composed of several countries ruled by
dictators who oppressed their people.



India took pride in siding with them on the plea that internal policies had nothing to do
with non-aligned solidarity and fight against imperialism and colonialism.



The only time New Delhi opposed a country from re-joining NAM on grounds of
repression was in 1991 when the Burmese military regime imprisoned Aung San Suu
Kyi after she had won the elections.



But the country quickly changed its stand, recognised the regime and began dealing
with it to protect its national interests.



THE POLITICS OF HUMAN RIGHTS: Even after the Cold War, countries were
singled out for criticism on political grounds:



While Cuba, for instance, was dragged over the coals citing human rights violations,
China escaped action by resorting to gimmicks like ‘no action motions’



India generally refrained from condemning individual nations for alleged violations of
human rights and, at one stage, even declared that it will not support any resolution
against individual countries if it was not a consensus resolution.



The U.S. agitated once, in 2003, about Libya becoming the chair of the Human Rights
Commission and suggested that countries guilty of human rights violations should be
expelled from such bodies.
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It even started a move to prescribe the criteria for membership of such organisations.
But Washington found the outcome of the long negotiations so unsatisfactory that it
had to vote against its own resolution.



Recent protests in democracies like France have not resulted in Paris losing friends
abroad.



Similarly, no country has abandoned China on account of the unrest in Hong Kong.



India has been silent during such protests and has continued its diplomatic engagement
with these countries.



If absence of internal dissent or existence of democratic institutions are considered the
criteria for engagement, Russia and China will not be able to have any strategic
partnership.



During the golden era of Indo-Soviet relations, India had proclaimed that it was an
ideal relationship between countries with different political systems.



BEING OPEN TO CRITICISM: On the other hand, strategic partnerships and
cordial relations with other governments do not preclude(prevent from happening)
criticism of a country’s internal developments.
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Reporting on the treatment of minorities in different countries is a task assigned to
agencies like the “U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom” and these
organisations carry out their work even when bilateral ties are at their best.



In certain cases, U.S. Congress even moves resolutions to reduce aid to countries. The
annual Burton Amendment in Congress was a sword of Damocles hanging over India
during the Khalistan movement. India had to invest heavily in lobbying to defeat the
Burton Amendment.



Further, even when controversial remarks, like those on religious freedom by
President Barack Obama during his India visit in 2015, led to a bad taste in the mouth,
India took such criticism in its stride and built bilateral relationship on the basis of
mutuality of interests.



Independent nations take action on bilateral and multilateral ties on merits, even if
decisions by other governments lead to internal protests.



CONCLUSION: A country’s own Constitution is the only guide and the Supreme
Court the prime arbiter on whether or not a particular action is constitutional.



Such display of dissent cannot affect a country’s foreign policy as friends in the
international sphere are chosen for the contribution they make for the common good or
for bilateral benefits.



Equally, the absence of protests in a diverse country like India does not guarantee a
trouble-free relationship.



The old dictum that the success of foreign policy depends on the capacity of the
country to help or harm others and not on the absence of internal protests is still valid.

55) On novel coronavirus outbreak: Alarming spread


India is still novel coronavirus free, even as 18 countries/regions have reported 67
cases, as on January 28, according to WHO. As on Monday, all 20 samples sent to the
National Institute of Virology (NIV), Pune were negative, according to a Health
Ministry tweet on Tuesday.
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Besides the NIV, four other laboratories have been equipped for testing. Thermal
screening of passengers from China will now be extended from seven to 20 airports;
around 33,000 passengers have been screened so far.



With Nepal reporting one case, another Health Ministry tweet says, “adequate
preparedness for screening” is in place in five adjoining States. But it must be noted
that in 2017, the Ministry kept under wraps the detection of three cases of the Zika
virus in Gujarat.



These came to light when WHO was informed in May that year, more than five
months after the first case was laboratory-confirmed; the excuse was that the
government wanted to avoid creating “panic”.
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Such irresponsible behaviour by China had led to the spread of the severe acute
respiratory syndrome (SARS) virus that claimed 774 lives globally in the early 2000s.
India should under no circumstances repeat this with the novel coronavirus as much is
not known about the virus.
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In China, despite nearly 20 million people being locked down across Hubei province,
the virus appears to be spreading with renewed vigour. Cases reported from mainland
China have risen sharply - from 1,975 on January 25 to 2,744 on January 26 and 4,515
on January 27.



Fatalities too have reflected a similar trend, touching 106 on January 27. The number
of exported cases and countries that have such cases have also been increasing. The
first case of human-to-human transmission was reported in Vietnam, and now
Germany.



The virus has long acquired the ability to spread among humans; WHO’s emergency
committee meeting statement said China had reported fourth-generation cases within,
and second-generation cases, outside Wuhan. Alarmingly, unlike SARS, more
asymptomatic novel coronavirus cases are being reported.



Besides a reported case in China, WHO has reported three other such instances outside
that country. But China’s recent warning that the novel virus might be spreading even
before there are symptoms has the potential to change the infection landscape if true.



It is not clear if these were the reasons why, on Monday, WHO silently updated the
global risk assessment from “moderate” to “high retroactively” from January 23.



If the virus had exhibited all the attributes necessary to be declared as a “public health
emergency of international concern” even during the first emergency committee
meeting, the situation has become grim since then. WHO cannot dither any longer as
the coronavirus spreads with renewed vigour.

56) On move to sell 100% stake in Air India: Maharaja on sale


Almost two years since the first attempt which failed to enthuse buyers, Air India is
back on sale. Call it the government’s desperation to exit the troubled airline that is
devouring tax-payer money or call it smart learning from the last failed attempt.



But the terms this time are exceptionally favourable and clearly appear to be tailored
based on feedback from prospective buyers. As per the document inviting Expression
of Interest (EOI), the government will sell 100% equity in the national carrier and Air
India Express Ltd.

www.chahalacademy.com

Page 169

The Hindu Editorial Analysis
January 2020



Its 50% holding in AISATS, the joint venture with SATS Ltd., Singapore; the debt
that the buyer will assume has been whittled down to Rs.23,286.50 crore to match the
written down value of its assets; the net worth of prospective bidders is reduced to
Rs.3,500 crore and bidding consortium members can have as low a stake as 10% only.



It almost appears as if the terms are designed with specific bidders in mind. But there
is one catch. The government has not addressed a prime hurdle to the stake sale - the
fate of 17,984 employees of Air India and Air India Express, 9,617 of whom are
permanent.



Of the three troublesome factors that put off bidders the last time round - the
government’s insistence on holding a 24% stake in the airline post-privatisation, the
large debt that it was expecting the buyer to assume and employee issues - the first
two have been addressed but not the last one.



Apart from the huge employee base, the successful bidder will also have to deal with
pension liability for the airline’s retired employees and their perks such as free/rebated
tickets.
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All that the EOI document says is that contingent liabilities due to retired employees
will be clarified at the Request for Proposal stage. If there is one weak spot on which
the sale attempt could falter it is this.



There is no escaping the fact that whoever buys the airline will have to shed surplus
labour. A turnaround will not be possible without pruning employee costs. Maybe the
government is hoping to negotiate with short-listed bidders on this sensitive issue that
could have the airline’s unions up in arms.



Yet, lack of upfront clarity on this may put off prospective bidders. The government
ought to have gone the whole hog and clearly stated its intent. Maybe a moratorium
for a specified period on forced attrition could have been spelt out. This would have
helped bidders make up their minds.



There has been criticism that a “nationalist” government is selling off the national
airline. But such criticism has to take into account that precious taxpayer money has
been washed down the drain trying to save the airline.



A whopping Rs.30,500 crore has been sunk into Air India since 2012 despite which it
has been posting losses. The best way to save the airline, its jobs and the national
exchequer is to sell it. And sell it on the best possible terms with minimum
compromise on employee interests.

57) Planned injustice: On Donald Trump’s peace plan for Israel and Palestine


CONTEXT: Trump’s peace plan will validate Israeli annexation of Palestinian areas
without bringing peace.



U.S. President Donald Trump’s peace plan for Israel and Palestine is a failure from the
start as the Palestinians rejected it even before the proposals were unveiled.



PALESTINIANS REJECTION OF THE PLAN: For any peace process to be
successful, the first step is to take all conflicting parties into confidence.



By that standard, U.S. President Donald Trump’s peace plan for Israel and Palestine is
a failure from the start as the Palestinians rejected it even before the proposals were
unveiled.
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The Palestinians believe that Mr. Trump, whose administration recognised Jerusalem
as Israel’s capital in 2017, is not an impartial negotiator between the two sides.



And the plan Mr. Trump unveiled on Tuesday in the White House seems to be
confirming Palestinian concerns.



PLAN IMPLICITY FAVOURS ISRAELIS: Mr. Trump has thrown his weight
behind the two-state solution. But to achieve the solution, the plan overly favours the
Israeli positions and demands excessive concessions from the Palestinians.



According to the plan, Israel can annex the Jordan Valley as well as the Jewish
settlements on the West Bank. It also recognises Jerusalem as the “undivided capital”
of Israel, while the Palestinian capital could come up in the eastern outskirts of the
city.



It proposes to enlarge Gaza and swap the Arab-populated towns in southeast Israel
with Palestine for parts of the West Bank.
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In effect, the Palestinians would lose roughly 30% of the West Bank, their claim to
Jerusalem and the right to return of refugees.



In return, they will get an independent state in a shrunken West Bank and an enlarged
Gaza connected through a tunnel that would practically be encircled by Israel.



DWINDLING SUPPORT FOR PALESTINIANS: It is true that the Palestinians’
negotiation powers are at their weakest point.



Their leadership is divided and the support they once enjoyed in Arab nations is also
eroding. Representatives of the UAE, Bahrain and Oman were present at the event in
Washington in which Mr. Trump unveiled the plan.



Egypt also offered its support, while Saudi Arabia cautiously welcomed talks between
Israel and Palestine.



BUT ON WHAT CONDITIONS? It’s hard to overlook the injustice in demanding
that the Palestinians accept further annexation of the West Bank.



Issues such as the status of Jerusalem and the right to return of refugees, an
internationally accepted right, and the final borders should be resolved through talks,
not by dictating terms to one party.
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Even to achieve statehood under the proposed conditions, the Palestinian Authority
(PA) is required to crack down on Hamas and Islamic Jihad (which is practically
impossible as both operate from Gaza and the PA runs only West Bank territories),
stop supporting families of those jailed or killed by Israel and stop challenging Israeli
actions on international fora.



It is virtually impossible for any Palestinian leader to sell these proposals to a people
who have been resisting Israel’s occupation for decades.



Under the current conditions, it looks more like a plan for further annexation of
territories by Israel than one that seeks constructive and lasting peace.

58) The Budget tightrope



CONTEXT: Govt must execute reforms while avoiding fiscal deficit increase



EXPECTATIONS FOR RATE CUTS: In October 2019, the government made a
large supply-side correction by reducing corporate tax rates.



By setting the rate at 15 per cent for new manufacturing companies, expectations for
more reforms have gone up.
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The general thrust of these expectations include personal income tax (PIT) rate
reduction, removal of dividend distribution tax (DDT), improving the investment
climate and measures to boost declining aggregate consumption.



BUDGET? The budget is a balancing act — between expenditure and revenues of the
government, with an eagle eye on the fiscal deficit. Any rate reduction in PIT or tax
expenditure would increase the fiscal deficit burden.



OPTIONS TO REDUCE FISCAL DEFICIT: Presently, PIT rates are 5 per cent, 20
per cent and 30 per cent for different income brackets.



In effect, there is no tax for individuals having income up to Rs 5 lakh per annum,
considering the rebate they enjoy.



The gap between 5 per cent and 20 per cent is too large, and affects tax progressivity.
In order to address this disparity, it could insert tax rates in between for better
progressivity.



Increasing the tax threshold limit will definitely be required, just to pare it with
inflation.



If the government decides to scrap DDT from the corporate side and bring it on to the
personal income tax side, ( to be taxed in the hands of the recipient), there is a good
chance that it will be revenue-neutral.



Boosting savings and channelising them for asset creation is good economics, and
certainly good politics.



India has seen significant reduction over time in the savings ratio (with respect to
GDP). The government may use the occasion to increase the Section 80C exemption
limit by some amount.



HOUSING: Private investment in housing requires urgent attention.



The government may think of increasing the tax rebate limit on housing loan interest
for self-occupied properties.



At present this is Rs 2 lakh. A back-of-the-envelope calculation shows that this gives a
loan of Rs 25 lakh only. That is low for metro and tier-2 cities.
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People consequently have to mobilise their own savings to buy property. Increasing
the rebate to a reasonable level will also boost the credit market.



Undoubtedly, this will entail some revenue foregone but the real estate market
recovery will have a positive impact on the economy.



In the US, revenue foregone on this rebate is more than 1.5 per cent of GDP. Ours is
much less.



INFRASTRUCTURE FINANCING: The government may also bring measures to
improve infrastructure financing. Globally, there are many infra funds with an
investable surplus.



A change in tax laws could also be on the agenda of the FM. That would bring us at
par with some Asia-Pacific countries.



Current capital gains tax laws are complicated and have multiple rates and multiple
nuanced provisions — their rationalisation is one clear ask.



IMPROVING PRODUCTIVITY: Low productivity growth holds back real wage
growth. It also brings concerns about equity, and it is important that improving
productivity is given due attention.



In this budget, the government should bring in measures to improve productivity. No
doubt, this will require some fiscal incentives.



India’s revenue foregone is at 6 per cent of the GDP. The US, the UK and Canada
have far more.



If productivity has to be given attention, the deductions have to be far more targeted
and some of the other items that are otherwise occupying the books, need to be
weaned out.



In India, a large part of the revenue foregone for corporate tax is for accelerated
depreciation, deduction for export units located in SEZs, and undertakings engaged in
generation, transmission and distribution of power, and a small part for expenditure on
scientific research.



Rationalising and removing some of this would be on the cards.
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SOLUTIONS: It is also expected that with reduction in the PIT rate, the government
will make efforts to widen and deepen the tax base using data analytics.



An effective dispute resolution mechanism seems to be the need of the hour-



An alternate dispute resolution mechanism can help in de-clogging the choked
appellate channels and promote better compliance. This will help companies improve
their balance sheets and their bankability.



All these reforms or changes would, finally, need fine fiscal balancing.

59) School of hard knocks



CONTEXT: The Karnataka police have registered a case under sections 124A and
504 against Shaheen School in Bidar and its management, for enacting a play by Class
4 students against the Citizenship (Amendment) Act (CAA).



MISUSE OF SEDITION LAW: Laws are expected to be even-handed in
application. But more importantly, they must fit into the democratic system of our
nation.
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The law of sedition was a colonial instrument designed to shore up imperial power by
keeping subjects in check.



Probing schoolchildren, their parents and teachers for sedition takes the application of
this law to a new low.



The bar for sedition is so low in India that even junior school students can attract the
attentions of this colonial era law, which should have been struck off the statute books
long ago.



The provisions penalise those who excite disaffection against the government and
intentionally cause insult in order to provoke a breach of the peace.



The children who took part in the play which excited disaffection and threatened the
peace, would be nine years old, on average. These children, their families and their
teachers are being probed by the police, who are disrupting their lives.



OPPOSITION SHOULDN'T TANTAMOUNT TO ANTI-GOVERNMENT: The
video recording suggests that the play only reflected contemporary reality - the
protests which have erupted all over the country against the National Register of
Citizens (NRC) and the CAA.



Their purpose is not to show the government in a good light, but to oppose its policies,
and the opposition has been routinely vocal, employing terms that the ruling party has
reason to be sensitive about.



Theatre holds up a mirror to society, and if the picture isn’t pretty, the mirror is not at
fault. Of course, the law is even-handed.



Last month, the Shree Rama School, also in Karnataka, and its president, an RSS
leader, were booked for staging a play in which the Babri Masjid demolition was reenacted. This play, too, reflected reality.



DOING AWAY WITH SEDITION: The law of sedition was a colonial instrument
designed to shore up imperial power by keeping subjects in check.



Laws are expected to be even-handed in application. But more importantly, they must
fit into the democratic system of our nation.
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It has no relevance in an independent nation where the people are sovereign, and
where the right to free speech includes the right to question or lampoon the political
leadership, and even to show it in a bad light. And it is completely irrelevant in the
case of children enacting a school play about current affairs, and receiving some
political education in the process.

60) On rural jobs scheme fund crunch: A mindset problem



It needs no reiteration that the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) has acted as insurance for landless labourers during
crop failures, agrarian crises and periods of a stressed economy.



With the ongoing economic slowdown resulting in depressed rural wages and the lack
of adequate opportunity to work, the MGNREGS has provided much needed succour
and this explains why demand for it has peaked in the last few months across various
parts of the country.



The report that 15States have already overshot budgets for the scheme’s
implementation & many have not been able to pay wage dues should be a cause for
concern. Compounding the situation is the fact that the Centre is on the verge of
running out of funds.
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This problem was not unexpected. While in absolute terms, the allocations for the
scheme in the budget presented in July 2019 were higher compared to the previous
financial year, the outlay fell in relative terms as a percentage of the overall
allocations.



The outlay was also lower than the actual expenditure in the previous year, which
indicated the importance of the scheme in arresting rural distress. MGNREGS has
been in place for more than a decade. The present Central government’s approach has
been to treat it as a secondary scheme that cannot be done away with.



Several studies have pointed to its effect on the lives of the rural poor by providing
employment in the agricultural off-season, offering alternative jobs during years of
lean agricultural growth and as a safety net during crop failures.
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Researchers have also found that a large proportion of those availing the scheme are
from the 18-30 age group, which suggests that this has addressed the problem of youth
unemployment, which according to official statistics has peaked in recent years.



Besides, other studies have also shown that MGNREGS has improved agricultural
productivity where it has been implemented properly. The scheme, by now, should
have been an ideal vehicle for rural development and not just a fallback option.



It could also involve rural workers in skilled work and pay them more wages for asset
creation beyond just roads, wells and check-dams. A change in mindset is therefore
key in not just tiding over problems such as funding and wage-delays, but also in
using them as an opportunity to address the slowdown.



Economists have pointed to a slowing of rural consumption, which has also dragged
down the economy. By paying wages adequately, and on time, to rural workers, the
government could allow for more spending and consumption and stimulate the
economy.



The government should use the MGNREGS as a means to spur the rural economy. A
more meaningful allocation for the scheme in the budget is therefore a much needed
imperative.

61) India’s civil society moment


The strength of civil society is its spontaneity, collective mobilisation. Its weapon is
the Constitution; its demand is respect for constitutional morality



CONTEXT: Leaders of the ruling party claim that the Citizenship Amendment Act
does not take away citizenship from any Indian, therefore, the protests across the
country are ill-informed and misplaced.



FAILURE OF LEADERS TO GRASP DEMANDS: Leaders are unable to grasp the
demands of thousands of students and citizens who march and demonstrate against
government policies.



Their message, blazoned on posters, and articulated in innovative language, creative
songs, art and graffiti is unequivocal:
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We the people of India, will not tolerate the fusion of religious identity and
citizenship, will not sanction dilution of secularism and equality, will not accept
irresponsible amendments to the Constitution, and will not endure vicious attempts to
divide us.



POLITICAL MIRACLE: The terms of engagement between the government and the
people have been transformed.



Today our young people hammer home the fact that they will not tolerate any policy
that violates the democratic and secular ethos of the nation.



Students now instruct rulers — do not tamper with constitutional principles that were
forged in the heat of the freedom struggle. This is our inheritance, and this is our
culture.



The substantial movement in support of constitutional supremacy and morality trumps
arguments put forth by the ruling party leaders; that the CAA, the proposed National
Register of Citizens, and the National Population Register are part of their manifesto.



Manifestos do not override the Constitution. In mid-December, thousands of
university students rose in protest.



They seem to be unfamiliar with the recent history of mobilisation by civil society that
has shaken power and dismantled states.



CONCEPT OF CIVIL SOCIETY: The concept of civil society is normative, insofar
as it specifies that associational life in a metaphorical space between the market based
on profit, and the state that embodies power, is a distinct good.



Associational life neutralises the individualism, the atomism, and the anomie of
modern life.



Social associations enable the pursuit of multiple projects and engender solidarity.



The projects can range from developing awareness about climate change, to discussing
and dissecting popular culture, supporting needy children, organising neighbourhood
activities, and safeguarding human rights.
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Above all, the concept recognises that even democratic states are imperfect.
Democracy has to be realised through sustained engagement with the holders of
power.



Citizen activism, public vigilance, informed public opinion, a free media, and a
multiplicity of social associations are indispensable for this task.



MOBILISATION AGAINST AUTHORITARIAN REGIMES: It is, however, the
minimal avatar of civil society — that of mobilisation against authoritarian regimes that has proved politically effective since the last decades of the 20th century.



This concept has motivated thousands of people across the globe to stand up and speak
back to a history, not of their making.



In the first decade of the 21st century, from Nepal to Libya, huge crowds, driven by a
distinctly anti-authoritarian mood, assembled and agitated in public spaces to demand
an end to monarchies, dictatorships, and tyrannies.



The mobilisation of civil societies against undemocratic governments again, after 1989
and the Velvet Revolutions in Eastern Europe, demonstrated the competence of the
political public to command an activity called politics.



Notably, the objective of civil society is not to takeover the state. That is left to
political parties.



Vibrant civil societies are born out of complete disenchantment with the party system.
They are, and remain, the public conscience of society.



Little wonder that powerful states have collapsed like the proverbial house of cards
before street assemblies and demonstrations.



SUCCESSFUL EXAMPLES IN SOUTH ASIA: In 2006 in Nepal, a massive antimonarchy movement developed into a pro-democracy movement and brought an end
to rulers who had claimed the divine right to rule, motivating Maoists to lay aside their
weapons and take part in elections to a constituent assembly — catapulting the
transition of the Nepali people from subject to citizen.



For two years, 2007 and 2008, a pro-democracy movement led by lawyers shook up
Pakistan, then under military rule. The movement forced the military government
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under General Pervez Musharraf to its knees, and heralded, once again, the return of
electoral democracy to the country.


RISE OF CIVIL PROTEST IN ASIAN COUNTRIES: The most spectacular
assertions of civil society occurred in Tunisia, Egypt, Syria, Libya, Yemen, Bahrain,
Saudi Arabia, Algeria, Morocco, and other countries in West Asia from December
2010 onwards.



Protests that coalesced into the “Arab Spring” were sparked off when on December
17, 2010, a 26-year old vegetable vendor Mohamed Bouazizi set himself on fire before
a government building in the rural town of Sidi Bouzid in Tunisia.



He committed self-immolation in protest against the public humiliation heaped on him
by a police officer. The act sparked off major protests across the country, and resulted
in demands that President Zina El Abidina resign. A month later the president fled the
country.



Some countries that were rocked by protests were under military regimes, others under
individual despots-----The inhabitants of these societies had been denied basic civil
liberties such as freedom of expression and right to association.



Protesters identified perpetrators of injustice and insisted on retributive and remedial
justice.



What had been thought of as unthinkable and improbable had been translated into the
probable and the achievable.



A number of successful autocrats were forced to demit office — Ben Ali in Tunisia,
Hosni Mubarak in Egypt, and Ali Abdullah Saleh in Yemen.



Since June 2019, Hong Kong has been rocked by a movement that has brought
together huge numbers of people.



The movement initially came together as a protest against the government proposal
that suspected criminals would be extradited to mainland China.



It has developed into a major pro-democracy movement inspired by deep-rooted
antipathy against authoritarian rule.
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Protests continue to escalate in the island in the face of police brutality, repression and
crackdowns.



CURRENT ROLE OF CIVIL SOCEITY IN INDIA: We do not need to worry
about who should lead civil society mobilisation in India. Nor should we worry about
where it is heading.



It is enough that citizens have gathered in public spaces to fight a government
increasingly seen as authoritarian and divisive.



Moreover, civil societies eschew organisation, leadership and goals. Organisation
leads to bureaucratisation, leaders rapidly become tyrants, and no one agent is capable
of defining what the goals of a complex society should be.



The task of civil society is not to wage a revolutionary war. Its task is to awaken
people to the fact that they have a right to hold governments responsible for acts of
omission and commission.



When it takes on authoritarian states, the strength of civil society is its spontaneity and
collective mobilisation.



Its weapon is the Constitution; its demand is respect for constitutional morality.



Finally, civil society is not an institution; it is a space, the site for many projects that
restore democracy. This is India’s civil society moment. It needs to be celebrated.

62) On Matter of her right


Amendments in abortion law are welcome. Its stated aim, giving agency to women,
will depend on the fine print



CONTEXT: The Union cabinet has done well to approve a Bill that seeks to amend
India’s outmoded abortion law.



On Tuesday, it gave its nod to the Medical Termination of Pregnancy (Amendment)
Bill, 2020. If it gets Parliament’s sanction, this piece of legislation will amend the
Medical Termination of Pregnancy (MTP) Act, 1971.



Slated for introduction in Parliament’s budget session, the Bill seeks to increase the
upper gestation limit from 20 to 24 weeks for termination of pregnancy.
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Significantly, this provision applies to unmarried women and therefore, relaxes one of
the regressive clauses of the 1971 Act — single women couldn’t cite contraceptive
failure as a reason for seeking abortion. It also has a provision to protect the privacy of
the person seeking abortion.
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DRAWBACKS IN MTP Act, 1971: The MTP Act, 1971 was replete with unclear
language, which resulted in doctors refusing to perform abortions even within the
stipulated 20 week gestation limit.



Women had to seek the approval of the judiciary, which, by most accounts, did not
always come in time. “As a result”, notes a 2015 study in the India Journal of Medical
Ethics, “10 to 13 per cent of maternal deaths in India are due to unsafe abortions”.



One of the criticisms of the MTP Act, 1971 was that it failed to keep pace with
advances in medical technology that allow for the removal of a foetus at a relatively
advanced state of pregnancy.



Moreover, a number of foetus abnormalities are detected after the 20th week, often
turning a wanted pregnancy into an unwanted one.



MUCH NEEDED AMENDMENT: The proposed MTP law intends to address such
medical complications. But matters related to women’s agency over her womb get
complicated by the social milieu in parts of the country:

 The ante-diluvian preference for a male child keeps sex determination centres in
business in spite of their illegal status.


There are concerns that a more liberal abortion law can aggravate this state-of-affairs.



The litmus test of the proposed MTP law’s claims to being women-centric lies in
addressing all such concerns.



Introducing the proposed law, Union Minister of Information and Broadcasting, said
that the MTP Bill 2020 “will help reduce maternal mortality”.



Extending the gestation period to 24 weeks is a significant step in this regard.



However, the government should also learn from the experiences of the 1971 Act: The
new piece of legislation should be worded in a manner that obviates frequent appeals
to the judiciary.



Such fine print would - more significantly - be essential to accomplishing one of the
Bill’s main goals, as emphasised by Javadekar: “Giving reproductive rights to
women”.
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63) On pregnancy termination bill: A deliverance



The borders of viability of a particular process are often only as restrictive as the
technology on which it rides. In some cases, as science advances, the elastic borders of
viability will weave out to accommodate much more than they did in the past.



The Centre’s move to extend the limit of medical termination of pregnancy to 24
weeks is a sagacious recognition of this, and needs to be feted. The extension is
significant, the government reasoned, because in the first five months of pregnancy,
some women realise the need for an abortion very late.



Usually, the foetal anomaly scan is done during the 20th-21st week of pregnancy. If
there is a delay in doing this scan, and it reveals a lethal anomaly in the foetus, 20
weeks is limiting.
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Obstetricians argue that this has also spurred a cottage industry of places providing
unsafe abortion services, even leading, in the worst of cases, to the death of the
mother.



When women take the legal route to get formal permission for termination after 20
weeks, the tedium is often frustrating and stressful for a mother already distressed by
the bad news regarding her baby.



The extension of limit would ease the process for these women, allowing the
mainstream system itself to take care of them, delivering quality medical attention.



The question of abortion needs to be decided on the basis of human rights, the
principles of solid science, and in step with advancements in technology. A key aspect
of the legality governing abortions has always been the ‘viability’ of the foetus.



This indicates, in human gestation, the period from which a foetus is capable of living
outside the womb. As technology improves, with infrastructure up gradation, and with
skilful professionals driving medical care, this ‘viability’ naturally improves.



In the landmark U.S. Supreme Court judgment in Roe v. Wade, the judges held that
the U.S. Constitution protects a woman’s right to terminate her pregnancy and defined
viability as potentially the ability to live outside the mother’s womb, albeit with
artificial aid.



“Viability is usually placed at about seven months (28 weeks) but may occur earlier,
even at 24 weeks.” Ultimately, nations will have to decide the outer limit also based
on the capacity of their health systems to deliver care without danger to the life of the
mother; there is no uniform gestational viability for abortion.



Even as the government has struck a winner with its decision, it needs to ensure that
all norms and standardised protocols in clinical practice to facilitate abortions are
followed in health care institutions across the country. Since everything rests on the
delivery, stopping short would undoubtedly make this progressive order a mere half
measure.

64) For the rural poor, a manufactured crisis
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The National Population Register (NPR) and a possible National Register of Citizens
(NRC), which will unleash a humanitarian crisis, are being pushed at a time when
rural distress is acute. With the Budget due soon, let’s look at how the BJP-led
government has served the interests of the rural poor.



A grim picture: The Consumer Expenditure Survey (CES) is meant to be conducted
once every five years by the National Statistical Office (NSO). The CES contains
details about the spending patterns of households.



Data collected from this becomes a vital source of information to improve economic
planning and budgetary allocation. However, the Central government suppressed the
release of the most recent survey data from 2017-2018.



According to the report, leaked to and published by Business Standard, consumer
spending fell for the first time in 40 years. A remarkable analysis of the report by
Professor S. Subramanian in ‘The India Forum’ compares the Monthly Per Capita
Consumption Expenditure (MPCE) from the CES 2011-2012 and 2017-2018.



It presents a grim picture of rural India. According to his article, if we rank the rural
population from the poorest to the richest, and divide them into 10 groups (or deciles),
we find that the MPCE fell for every group.



This means that consumption - and so income - in the entire cross-section of the rural
society decreased. For example, the average monthly consumption levels of the
poorest 50% of the rural population was Rs.1,138 in 2011-2012. This came down to
Rs.1,082 in 2017-2018. Overall, the average monthly household consumption reduced
from Rs.1,430 in 2011-12 to Rs.1,304 in 2017-18, a sharp decline of around 9%.



In other words, more people have become poorer and hence have less money to spend.
Observing such inconvenient truths, the government tried to shun the survey results
citing “data quality issues”.



This tendency to move from transparency to opacity when confronted with
uncomfortable facts is not new. The government had kept delaying the release of the
2017-2018 Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) data.



In January 2019, the PLFS data was leaked, revealing that unemployment under the
BJP-led government had reached a 45-year high. The government responded that the
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leaked report was “a draft report” and didn’t release the data until after the general
election results were announced.


The truth, however, didn’t change. Years of struggle for transparency is routinely
being undermined. Such systemic crushing of data corrodes institutional values and
the political economy.



Recent NSO reports suggest that Consumer Food Price Index inflation increased from
2.99% in August 2019 to more than 14% in December 2019. The sharpest rise was
noted in vegetable prices (more than 60%) while the price of pulses spiked by more
than 15%.



While the rise in prices might benefit some farmers, and the vegetable price rise might
be seasonal, how will it impact the landless and small farmers? As per these reports,
considering a family of four, even for the richest 5% of the rural population, the
expenditure on cereals and pulses is less than Rs.2.50 per day per person.



For the poorer sections, the ability to spend is around Rs.1 per day per person. To put
this in perspective, the cost of one egg is Rs.5 and one litre of milk is Rs.30. As per the
2011 Socio-Economic Caste Census, 56% of the households don’t own land and
around 51% of the households depend on casual manual labour for income.



For this segment, the MGNREGA can serve as a lifeline. However, in the last five
years, the budgetary allocation for MGNREGA has been abysmal.



One-sixth of each year’s allocation are pending wage payments from previous years.
Payments of most States haven’t been released by the Central government since
October.



Continued delays in wage payments, in violation of Supreme Court orders, and low
wage rates discourage workers from taking up MGNREGA work. Indeed, the twin
evils of low incomes and high food prices means that the landless poor have to further
reduce their food consumption.



This might have consequences of low nutrition leading to lower physical and mental
growth. Accounting for work demand, pending payments and inflation, any allocation
for MGNREGA less than Rs. 1 lakh crore would be insufficient.
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Wrong focus: It is distressing that instead of focusing on increasing rural wages and
improving the functioning and payments of MGNREGA, the BJP-led government is
wasting resources on divisive policies such as the Citizenship (Amendment) Act and
National Population Register (NPR).



The estimated cost of the NPR is Rs.4,000 crore, an amount that can support 2.2 crore
landless labourers through MGNREGA for 100 days at current wage rates. Further,
since the arbitrary dilution of Article 370, according to reports of the Kashmir
Chamber of Commerce, Kashmir Valley has incurred losses of around Rs.18,000
crore, and about 5 lakh people have lost their jobs since August 5.



The losses would be amplified if Jammu and Ladakh are added to this calculation.
More than 4 lakh migrant labourers from parts of India, mostly from Bihar and Uttar
Pradesh, were made to leave Kashmir Valley on August 5 rendering them jobless
overnight.



Add to these the costs of running detention centres for those categorised as ‘stateless’,
and we are staring at a manufactured crisis of epic proportions. Women, in particular,
would pay a huge price as they relocate after marriage and hence don’t have relevant
documents.



When the Central government can’t get cash transfers correct for rural women under
the PM Matru Vandana Yojana programme, owing to variation in documents,
implementing NPR-NRC would be a monumental catastrophe. Instead of focusing on
increasing rural wages, the BJP-led government is wasting resources on the NPR and
NRC.
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