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ANYTHING
THAT
MOVES

GIRISH
SHAHANE
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ntly, after years of dodging
R paywalls, I signed up for a New
York Times (NYT) digital sub-
scription. Paying X100 per month feltless
burdensome than constantly clearing
memory cachesand usingincognito mode
plus a VPN. NYT had a circulation of
slightly over a million at the turn of the
2lst century, when physical editions still
dominated the market. At that time, other
major American cities like Los Angeles,
Chicago, Washington, DC, San Francisco,
Houston and Dallas each boasted a local
newspaperwitha daily print run exceed-
mg halfamillion.
hese figures did not convert to digital
subscnpllous inthe same proportion. By
2019, The New York Times had 2.7 million
subscribers online, The Washington Post
counted 1.7 million, and next in line was
the Los Angeles Times, with a mere
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MONOPOLY IN THE DIGITAL AGE
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Aggregators like Swiggy and Zomato are known to have collected data on eating habits
to create their own kitchens in direct competition with their restaurant partners.

for bankruptcy and Vodafone-Idea might

170,000, While NYT'grevw
hundredsof local papers were forced t©

streaming and online gaming. Amazon

cantly increasing costs. Eventually, the
aggregators transferred more of the dis-
counting burden to restaurants, whose
regular business was suffering because of
on from those same food deliv-
. As if this lose-lose situation
was not bad enough, the aggregators used
data they had collected on eating habitsto
create theirown kitchensin direct compe-
tition with restaurant partners.

I can write about the conflict between
Oyo and hotels, or the damage done to
brick and mortar retail by e-commerce,
butall of it boils down to one fact: Power
and wealth are increasingly concentrated
inafew hands, leaving thousands of small
businessand self-employed workers at the
mercy ofmonopoly operators.

There is no easy solution to the prob-
lem, and it would be hypocritical of me to
pin the blame on monopolists, since Lam
an enthusiastic customer of somany of
their products and services:  am typing
these words on a Macbook Air laptop,
using MS Office software purchased
through Amazon. I will deliver the fin-
ished piece via Gmail, and post the pub-
lished article onmy Faccbook umclmc
Norcanl

g

CLIMATE CHANGE TRACKER R
BIBEK BHATTACHARYA

‘THIS WEEK: The threat of humid heat to India

®
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Parts of India are at high risk from the rising phenomenon of extreme humid heat.

What's wet-bulb heat?

narecent episodeof the Mint Climate Change Tracker podeast, Iasked clima-
tologist Chirag Dhara from the. Indmn In%mme nf Tmp|c1l Meteorology (II'TM),
Punc, about some of 2

Indiathat
of the Indo-G: lndia, he said:

JellBezos, Apple’s Steve Jobs, Facebook’s
Mark 7 if ’s

“Theareaisvery humid becauseof the massiveriversthat flow through. So you
havevery hot ithvery

of! d

beonits last legs, leaving the field tojust. | and Flipkart better
ivoviable firms Reliance Jioand Airtel | pricesthan we could hope ofind bytrawl- | Ambani for
Ama- Teturn- | widelyaccepted rules.

shrink theirs or shut d

The nternet, once considered the her-
ald of a democratic, decentralized dis-
course, has become the domain ofmonop-
olies. It gives everybody a voice but most
remain unheard whilea few garnera dis-
proportionate amount of traffic and an
even greater portion of revenues.

zonand Flipkart, with only Reliance cap:
ble of grabbing a big slice of the market
from them. Other duopolies include Uber
and Ola in ride sharing and Zomato and
Swiggy in food delivery.

"Theriseof monopolies (1 use the term
broady, toinclude duopoliesandoligopc-

ing defective goods ensures customers
rarely feel cheated. Uberand Ola taxirides
are priced competitively compared to
conventional cabs and autorickshaws,
while Zomato and Swiggy always have
tempting meal discounts on offer.
“Thereis, however, ableakerside ofour

It is those rules we need to change,

called ™

without throwing the

out with the bathwater ()fulequdllty To
find new rules, we must first alter our
mindset. We need to delink the fortunes of
afew from those of the many, and stop
treatingthestock market asa proxyforthe

Adomdcago the fourlargest operating llcs) ntitrust i bargainwi economy. The gap between the two has
swere installed on 60% of smart- i Commis- nrid neverbeen withmarkets

phones sold, while an assortment of | sion ofndia, ut few reoultin marelh:m came to India, they enticed drivers with buo}amandlhe\mr}dmlred in theworst

smaller competitors helda 40% share. By | a slap on the wrist for anti lucrative der toachicve ndecades.

2019, virtually every new smartphone ran | behaviour. One reason s that we tend o | the required cab density. Later, while | Mukesh Ambani hasmoved seadilyup

eitheron Apple’siOS or Google's Android. | lookat keepingthe price of they | thelistoftheworld'swealthiestindividu-

A similar consolidation has taken place

lensofpricing, theidea that firmsinevita-

squeezed their“partners” tostanch their

als even as millions of Indians slip into

-globalrisk, especially i Asia. A paper publi

McKinsey Gluha] Institute on 12 August, Climutz sz\k And Response In Asia:
Research Previ hich - " i

parts of India, Bdngldde&h and P.xkhun could be dm()ngthe

world to experience heat w: aves that exoee(l the survivabili

ofa athree-day period during

awet-bulb (WB) heatwave of temperatures in excess of 34 degrees Celsius. The

paperisbased on climate modelling done by scientistsat the US-based climate

think tank Woods Hole Research Center.
Astudy published in Science Advances in May, titled The Emergence of Heat
Humidity Too Severe For Human Tolerance, says extreme humid heat has doubled

infrequency worldwidesince 1979. Oneof these heat hot spots comprises north-

west India, the

I India, where WE lemper
. Th

across industries in most nations, | bly leverage dominance to overcharge | ownlosses. Anumberofdmerslspokelo poverty caused by amonths-long forced 31 degreesC erfur-
althoughitismost prominentintechnol- | customers. There is no evidence of this | during pre-f separation from their i Ttisfac- {her says thatby 2050, India, Bangladeshnd Pakistan could have 500.7 Z00mil-
ogyand entertainment. i monop- | they 12-hou ile to connect the two causally, but I'wish Tion people living in regions that have.a 20% probability of

diai on. Si olies, afew ofwhich, like Googleand Face- | aweekjust tomake ends meet while we had less coverage of the former and lethal W1 yyearSince high W =
emas are being replaced by multplex | book, offer theirservices ee. Infact,the | payingofTyehicle loans. more reporting about those facing the limit people’sability to estimates
perators, and locz rise oftech asinmanyways | Zomato and Swiggy played a similar | gravest of their working lives. anupto13% hit to the GDP of these three countries.

seded by supermarl k(‘l chains. The tele-
communications sector has witnessed
Airceland Reliance C

been aboon for consumers.
Reliance Jio's cheap data plans gave
millionsof! first taste of video

game with restaurant owners, who ini-
tally saw aggregators as an excellent
means of boosting sales without signifi-

Girish Shahanewrites on politis, history
andart.

Follow the column with #MintClimateTracker. Scan the QR

code to hear the first two seasons of the Mint Climate Change

Trackerpodcast.
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GANESH CHATURTHI

When did idols of the

Over the years, it has
become all about scale
for ‘mandals'—now the
Maharashtra government
is trying to rein them in

Ormkar clekar

omkark@livemint.com

heb Kamble points to a spot right

F rom the window of his office, Balasa-
outside. “That’

ignored.”
1989, theidolslook was standardized
and its height increased to 14ft. Clay
couldn’tbe used foridols that big, so gyp-
sum (better known as Plaster of Pz
PoP) was used to construct them. *
abreak from tradition but that’s what the
new generation wanted,” says Kamble.
Amonthago, the Maharashtra govern-
ment, citing environmental pollution,
asked for idol sizes to be reduced to 4t.
Mandals across the city opposed it,
though most have since fallen in lin
While Lalbaugcha Raja s hostinga10-day
arogyautsav,or healthfestival, theissue of

ays. “Every year since 1935, He won't
this year though.”

Ganesh Chaturthi, which beginstoday,
is less than a week away when we meet.
Themandap outside Kambles officeis up,
but the seat of the Lalbaugcha Raja Gan-
eshidolisempty. Thecivicbody hasurged

idol height “Tall clay
idols break, so we need PoP to retain the
height,” says Kamble. “Just because
there’s no eco-friendly alternative to it,
shouldn’t mean we must reduce the
height.”

So, when did religious sentiment get
linked to size? It cenamly dxdn tstart off

ardin Mumbai
this year, courtesy the pandemic. Lal-
baugcha Raja, like many prominent man-
daleinthe ity willnot have one.
Kamble, 48, is the chairperson of the
Lalbatgcha RjaSarvjanikGaneshotsay
Mandal. Every year, its Ganesh Chaturthi
celebrations attract hundreds of thou-
sands of people. They wait for hours to
catchaglimpse of theidol, inqueues that
sometimestretch over 3km. The scale of
the festivities, however, would make the

generation sculptor from Pen,a town in
Raigad district that manuf;
three-fourths of all the Ganeshidols sold
in Maharashtra. “Ifyou lookat the Hindu

other parts of Maharashtra followed suit.
“Thereisacrucial differenceinits ev

tionsince,” says Sakhardand
‘mandals in Pune, like Kas|
Bhau Rangari Ganpati, only immerse the
smallerreplicas of theiridols—up to 2ft.”
InMumbai idolsofallsizes are immersed
inthesea, “It’s perhaps because Mumbai
s a coastal city and the immersion was
neveraproblem,”sheadds. Butitwasjust

scriptures,a Ganeshi bemade
only out of the amount of clay you canfit
ina i, sourced from one’s courtyard

PoP idols have many advantages over
clay: The materialsstronger, driesfaster,

lothe, feast and worship

idols. Butit's

ll for one- .\nd -a-half days and then

not environment friendly. It doesn't dis-

darshanworth the wait. Massivearchways | immerseit inwater.” solve inwater.
- Thi: In189: For idol ma cturers, this wasn't

vicades directing crowds to a grand tab- | however, freedomﬂghlel Bal Gangadhar | much of a concern. In Pen, Deodhar

leau, a 144t Ganesh sitting on the throne. | Tilak pitched for| c Ganesh Chaturthi idol- il il

Athisoffice, Kamble handsme aman-
dalmemorial book, When they started 85
yearsago, heexplains, they only had clay
idols, 4-6t tall, and often had a social or
political theme. The taller ones, up to 8ft,
were propped up by bamboo and wood.
“And with time, more and more people
started comingin,” says Kamble. “Butwe
noticed all they wanted was o touch the
feet of the idol. The social messaging lay

celebrations. “This was the first time the
idols came out: onhe houses, andintothe

asteady source of round-the-year revenue
by the 1980s. As production increased,
i " Mah

streets,” say:

founder of TraviaOutdoors, which orga-
nizes heritage Ganeshotsav walksin Pune.
The idols were putup on astage and, for
better visibility, increased in size. "Even
then, they only went up to 4ft.”

Initially, Tilak started public celebra-

tionsin Pune and Mumbai. Over the years,

rashtra, and beyond.

Umesh Naik, 54, chairperson of the
Chinchpoklicha Chintamani Ganesh
Mandal, remembers the first time they
discussed increasing the idol’s height. It
was1990. “We thought if the other man-
dals were doing it, we should too.” The

Theidol of albaugcha Refa being aken for immersion In 2013

If youlook at the Hindu
scriptures, a Ganesh idol
should be made only out
of theamount of ¢
you can fitin a fist, sourced
from one’s courtyard

SHRIKANT DEODHAR
PRESIDENT, SHRI GANESH
MURTIKAR ANI VYAVSAYIK

KALYANKARI MANDAL

°

elders weren’t keen. “But kalachi garaz
ot itwas the needof the hour). Peopleget
attracted to big idols. The queues get
longer.” It wasn't jus ‘nse of “competi-

tion”, he adds quickly. “We wanted to
make our name, our mandal’s name.”
Like Lalbaugcha Raja two years carlier,

dardize the look of its Ganesh idol. The

height was increased from 4ft to 15ft. A

22t throne, inscribed with mythological

figures, formed the backdrop. The colours

became more vivid, the jewellery and
Tl

[=1res

LALBAUGCHA RAJA SARVAIANIK GANESHOTSAV MANDAL

side of the bling-y celebrations too has
became evident. The lakesand riversare
often clogged for weel(s afier large-scale
immersions.In coastal areas, thesea often
throws back the festival paraphernalia:
mud, plastic, thermocol and broken parts
ofidols.

This year, for the first time, the Maha-
rashtragovernment has imposed restric-
tionsonidol heightand capped thenum-
ber of public events. While they have
skipped the celcbrations this year, Naik
says a permanent restriction on height

started carrying out an aagman and visar-
Jjanyatra (an arrival and immersion pro-

mightnot fly: Everyone has
acertainimage. You cantell from the kind
ofidolsand !e]lt]lemandal Whenl meel

meon

cession) for theiri lhol-
tashaand aartis on microphones.

Private worship had became a public
spectacle. And it worked. From a visitor
count of 10,000-15,000 a day in the
1990s, the Chinchpoklicha Chintamani
mandal saw 70,000-80,000 devotees a
dayin2019. “Our donationsincreased, as
did ouradvertisers,” says Naik. Last year,
the10-day celebration netted his mandal
35 crore.

Today, Ganesh Chaturthiiscelebrated
acrossseveraltaes.The allstidol ot

trademarkidol. That shouldn’ (dlsappe1r

Deodhar, the sculptor from Pen, says
it'sa move in the right direction, but he
can’t quite say that out too loud. “Iam a
clayartist,” hesays. “Soifyou ask me, Gan-
eshidolsshould only be made of clay. But
nearly 250,000-300,000 people fmm
‘my town are employed in this industry. T
am their leader too, so I have to look out
for their interests as well.”

It'satough balancing act with no clear
answer, headmits. “Only,” he says, “envi-

in

’thavea

6]
Khairatabad Ganeshv But the unfortunate

human cost.”
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Ajournalist museson
the addictive process
of writing fiction and
waiting for readersto
savour her first book
of short stories

Nisha Susan

boyand | werein the
glimmer of asmilestage.
Itwasevening and we
werestanding on atiny
decorative bridgeon his
college campus. Asweturned to each
other to say something, agroup of stu-
dentsclattered past us. Alaw student |

graphicnovelist Appupen)and | have
arguedin the past about alongand
involved jokeabout Jesus, the apostles
and aChineserestaurant. Weboth love
thejoke. Hethinksthe punchlineworks
onlywhen women tell it. | have avoided
eyecontact and said that *cough* per-
hapsit only workswhen | tellit.

I havetremendous successin deliver-
ingreally sad and bad jokes. Oneof my
favourite travel memoriesisoftelling a
jokein the CajasNational Park in Ecua-
dor totwo new acquaintances. Both
fairly seriousand both Tamil-speaking.
My speaking Tamil istoddler-like but
there| wasin anatural wonder of the
world, surrounded by evergreen cloud
forests, and | immediately unleashed
my one Tamil joke. Itinvolvesthegreat
violinist Kunnakudi Vaidyanathan (a
violinist joketheme seemsto beemerg-
ingherethat | need to examinelater).

had never spoken
Heturned and saw our glimmer of a
smile.Without any ado (theonethat
comperesat every event swear there

remember
and that alwaysmekesmesmile:

I feel tremendously lucky about many
thingsin my lifebut mostly | feel lucky

\Y4

Whywritingfictionislike engagi

1STOCKPHOTO

_ A

Writing fiction isall about treasuring the openness of readers, waiting to fallin love.

hugely pleased by it (thisisan essential

new. p.eceofgmpandynu arewatch-

mghownwm Jand. And therel There t

The Women Who
Forgot To Invent
Facebook And Other
Stories: By Nisha Susan,
Context, 232 pages, 1399.

ficti

ngyour core

engageyour corewhile doing planks
and mountain climbers Half of youis
like, whereismy core, isit engaged, or
am | just suckingin mytummy?And
then you realize you havefallen on the
mat. it'sacon you pull on yourself,
much likewhen you first learn toswim
andfigurethat if you think about sink-
ing, youwill end up drinking alot of
water. Butif you keep swimming, you
will get somewhere dry. Only apeculiar
blend of attention and forgetfulness
alowsyouto plough through the proc-
essofwritingfiction.

Thelaw student whojust had totell
usthePhilip Glassjoke. | know nowthat
twothingswereworking therethat
evening. One, thecompulsion tosharea
violinist joke and hear uslaugh. Two, as
heturned hehad seen inthetwoof us.
that open vulnerability that our glim-
mer stage had put usin. Wewere oh-so-

rary experi-

g

mental and often sor y stylish
itiseasy tounderstand why many peo-
pleonly read non-fiction today. Sanam
Maher's20 18 book on Qandeel Baloch,
for instance, issobrilliant it will make

when seeing
my storiesreach readersall over the
country thisweek, it isn't thefreedom
from fact-checking or “quoteregret”
that | am enjoying. What | treasureis

is,
resoundingthrough thecloud forests

will of), in writ- | personality trait for comp
fmm ofusandhegan Nohello. Just, |ng theonething| feel naturally gifted | tellers Youneedtobewhat afriend
Philip actiseveryhardat, | usedto call ahumour ecosystem. You
feltter- I feel compelled todo. | makethejokeand you only feel pleased.
ror and clulchedlhebndge “Whatis | Whilel havenever quiteAncientMari- | (FollowtheNCERT. lines).|
it? 1 asked. ner ger idges, | ampleased kofartoutin

jiolinist.” |

groaned andlajghed. I felt theboy
shakesilently next tome. Thelaw stu-
dent walked away. Hisjobwasdone.

Somuch informsthe successful tell-
ing of jokesand stories. Thetiming. The
details. The backstory. Sometimesit's
aboutwhoistelling thejoke. My friend
George Mathen (better known asthe

I that law stu-
dent. Sometimes, you just havetotell
someoneastory. Or?0r youwould be
okay but youwould beasad sort of okay.

Most of my adult lfe, | have madea
living from journalism and writing non-
fiition of other kinds. Thismonth, my
first collection of short storieshasmadle
an appearancein theworld and | am

theworld. | am pleased by theextra-al-
Iurmgbcuk}a:ka 1 am pleased todo

thesnowy

mountainsand thegiant humming-

birds. Sometimes, | am not gonnalie, it

doesntand. Youtold it becly and you
oSt ;

wanttolook
for olhevwnrk Soitisn'tthat journal-
ism hasnot expanded itsaesthetic hori-
zonsor ambitions. But that extended
moment | enjoy in the processof writ-
ingfiction |sd|ﬂerem and addictive.

which I will work
hard at soundinglike! have hidden
depths(l do). But mostly | am just

youand spllyou out. Butitisthat risk of

editand
spellcheck aeddoa theboringbits

eaurg! that

pleased that thebook
version of amoment | livefor. That
momentinwhich you arerattling
through your old story or bad joke or

Part of

to never play by

y fules.

ISToCKPHOTO

Fom the mouth of babes

V(6115 (=3) OF INVENTION

Afortnightly column
by an urban mom

Children can be our
greatest teachers—
except when they aren't.
Some basic etiquette
needsto be taught

for areason

DikshaBasu

hen we go for long meander-
ng walks in the town in
upstate New York where we

are currently riding out the pandemic,

therain, remember?’

I did not remember any of that because
I'hadn't treated it likeareal interaction
I had barely registered any of it, dismiss-
ing it as yet another forced fleeting
exchange of small talk that | wasn'tinter-
ested in. But for my daughter, every bit of
that interaction had been magical (and
the moment it stopped being so, she
ended it).

altheway down tothelake. | wanted to
ask her why she left San Francisco, |
imagined an ex-husband, maybe one
who doesn't even know how to ride a
bike. | suddenly felt | had somuch more
to ask and share than my views on the
weather.
Children, our greatest teachers.
Except when they aren’t.
Far beit for metowaxeloquent about
i ildren and

Toavoid crashing,you h'avemgame
storyright but not quiteget it right in
theway non-fiction works Contempo-

that youd ykind of writing. But
all dlong apart of you maintainsadeli-
ciouskind of tension that you know you
must not focuson.

Itisthemental version of tryingto

bridges, waitingtofall in love, waiting
for pleasure, alert toglimmers.

Sohereisthetruth. You canignore
everything | havesaid beforein this
essay. Thetruthisthat | wrotethosesto-
riesonly for you.

Nisha Susanistheeditor of thewehzine
TheLadiesFinger. Her first book of fic-
tion, TheWomen Who Forgot to Invent
Facebook And Other Stories, released
thismonth.

A coronakind of crazy,
with adash ofjazz

Jzz musician Radha
Thomas' new single
capturesthe absurd
melancholy of these
times

ShabontiBagchi

Shrabonti B@livemint.com

into
Pepper again, my: daig‘uer and Pepper’s
owner shared afew more facts about
themselves. My daughter jumped
straight intoit, askingwhether or not the
woman had ever flown akite.

“All thetimewhen | livedin San Fran-
cisco,” the woman said. “Not so much
recently.”

“Right,” my daughter nodded, asif she
hasany ideathat San Francisco exists.
Shethen told thewoman about her own
recentfirst i

their banter. Somebasic etiquette needs
to betaught for areason.

Likewhen wemet Christine, another
neighbour down the road out walking
her friendly golden retriever. Tryingto
follow in my daughter'sfootsteps, | also
engaged fully and participated in the

nMarch, jazz singer RadhaThomas,
I anintri of Ben-

galuru’s music scene since the late
1970sand frontsthejazzband UNK: The
RadhaThomas Ensemble, released an
album of original songs and composi-
tionscalled BangaloreBlueswith along-
timecollaborator, pianist Aman Maha-
jan.Itwasan exciting timefor theduo—

er dog,

Daisy, isold and can no longer see very
well.

Whllechamng amoequuo\andedon

my three-year-old in_to

near she

distancing sofrom at least 6ft away, she
shouts, “ Whal 'syour dog'sname?’
Then sheintr

idesher bike down by the
lakebut it had aflat tyrethat needed fix-

away and

“'fhere‘sabug onme.”
“There's bugs_on metoo!l” my three-

ing, andthat wasit, ighter said bye

age. Then sheintroduces her baby ss
ter—name, age. Shechatsabit, depend-

| stared after her, ‘amazed athowmuch
m(ormal\on she had managed to get

ingon hepersonwith | from soquickly. | looked a
ly, she somuch

says, “Okay bye.” her now, wondenngwhyﬁehadnlhad

Shegrabsher baby sister'shand and | her flat tyre fixed given that s‘\eclear\y

they both toddle off in search of chip-
munkswhile the other adult and | are
stuck sharingsmall pleasantriesasaway
to politely end the conversation.

‘What wasted time, gently shaking our
headsabout thehumidity intheair when
we too could have been chasing chip-
munks or the adult equivalent—scroll-
ingthrough Twitter).

Later that night, beforebed, my three-
year-old says | really like Pepper. The
adult with her waswearing blue shorts
andablueshirt.”

“Who?' | ask.

“Pepper. Theblack andwhitedog, And
the adult said Pepper likesthe smell of

o
y
have\ioeinmyha_‘r.”

aging, and Thomas and Mahajan were
hoping to go places with their new
music. And then, Ilkeamllllon plans

(top) “The Morning After' was shot
York b

in New

y/ &

with musicians like Louis Banks and
Ke«th Peters, forming UNK: The Radha

and Radha Thomas (ift) and
Tomoko Ohno Farnham

come visit her in the darkness of the
night, capturing theabsurd melancholy

2009. Their latest
album, Bangalore Blues, features
Thomas signaturestyle, withitsdistinc-
tive sound of classical jazzlayered with
Hindustani ragas. Oneof the songsfrom
the album, The Morning After, has a

death waiting for the world to right
itself.

Thomas is surprisingly upbeat,
though. “The pandemic hasbeen awful

The song was recorded at Thomas'
homein Bengaluru’s Frazer Town, ina
makeshift studio put together with old
furniture and discarded knick-knacks,

 syS
Thomas, whotrained under Hindustani
classical greats Kumar Gandharva and
Fariduddin Dagar in her early yearsasa
musclan “Can’t you hear the Indian

formost don't

lamsureChr forthe
forced social distancing and keeping her
fingerscrossed that lice can’t jump asfar
ascovid virusescan,

For better or for worse, my three-year-
old |snowsart|ngloplck upsocid rules,

say sounding like areally
terrible person but it hasbeen apretty
amazing timefor me,” she saysover the
phone, in her breathy, throaty, perfect-
for-jazz voice. “It hasopened up al sorts.
of possibilitiesand opportunitiesand it

enjoyed riding her

For better or for worse, my
three-year-old is now starting
to pick up social rules, she's
just about realizing that you
can say and do certain things
only at home

she'sjust about youcan

and do certain thingsonly at home. In
manyways, it sashame. Even though the
world will demand it of her, part of me
wants her to never play by any societal
rules. But before | can betoo saddened by

" Oneof these
opportunitiescamein theform of acol-
laboration with the New York-based,
Japanese-origin jazz pianist Tomoko
Ohno Farnham. Thesong, CoronaKinda
O'azy‘ “popped into” Thomas' head one

in New York. The video, uploaded on
Facebook, hasahome-madefeel toittoo,
in away that has become familiar over
the past few months. Thomasisin a
casual bluekurta, defyingtheunwritten
global jazz dresscodeof all-black.

How did it come about? “Over the
years, | have built connections with
musiciansinal partsof theworld—from
Italy, Sveden and Germany toBrazil and
Argentina and, of course, New York,”
says Thomas, who started her musical

her
my one-and-a-half-year-old points to
Christine’s non-pregnant but perhaps
dightlylargestomach and shouts, “Baby
insidel”

Diksha Basuistheauthor of TheWind-
fall (Bloomsbury). Her new book, Destina-
tion Wedding (Bloomsbury), réleased on
28July.

about the
uniquesituation we find ourselvesin—
and specifically about people who are
separated from thosethey love.

careerwith fuman
Bondage. Shelived in New York for 20
years holdingavariety of dayjobswhile
singing in clubs at night. During this

With a smooth, mour
rhythm, thesingle, written byThomas
capturesthe longing of awoman sepa-
rated from her lover, whom she wishes
she had been “locked down” with. She
hopes they will “brezk afew laws’ to

time, ated with jazz fusion
guitarist Ryo Kawasaki; some of the
tracksthey recorded were released asa
limited-edition album, Trinkets &
Things Returning to Bengaluru in the
early 990s, she started collaborating

Corona aswell?" sheasks,
eagerly. Untrained ears probably can’t
capture it at first go, but after afew lis-
tens, one can hear the Carnatic lilt in
Thomes'voice.

“Once | had the song in my head, |
played thechordson theguitar and sent
it to Tomoko using this program called
iRealBthat musiciansuse, and said ‘can
you do something with this? She
promptly sent afew piano notes, and
soonwewererecordingin separate parts
of theworld,” saysThomas.

Shewould doit again in aheartbeat,
shesays. “While Aman (Mahajan) and |
worked hard on our Bangalore Blues
abum, recorded at atop-notch studio,
invested alot of money into getting it
perfect, | realized after doing this song
that these spontaneous collaborations
areasovery meaningful,” saysThomas.
Shehasgoneacoronakind of crazy, but
inagood way.
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‘WORDLY WISE
HOMEOWNERS REFINANCE THEIR LOANS WHEN
INTEREST RATES GO DOWN. BUSINESSES
REFINANCE THEIR LOANS. — ELIZABETH WARREN

TheIndianEXPRESS
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RAMNATH GOENKA

BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

WAIT AND WATCH

New external members of MPC will have to reconcile inflation
targeting mandate with weak growth impulses

HE MINUTES OF the last monetary policy committee meeting, published

on Thursday, y facin

spike in retail inflation msmc[mg the space to ease Ihollelal'y policy fur-

ther to support growth, despite expectations that real GDP will record its

*“deepest contraction i history” this year. Though the committee pledged
“aslongasitis nec dmit-

The Naga narrative divide

Question about stakeholders in the peace process needs
ananswer based on in-depth mapping of conflict

SANJIB BARUAH

IN AUGUST 2014 when the then newly
elected Prime Minister Narendra Modi had
named Ravindra Narayan Ravi as the gov-
ernment’s new interlocutor to the Naga
talks,anumber of groups, most significantly,
the NSCN-IM — the government’s main ne-
gotiating partner — raised objections. The
appointment as interlocutor of a person
“well known for his antagonistic approach
to the Naga issue”, said the NSCN-IM, casts
doubts on the government’s sincerity to-
It

of COVID: onomy”, th intone.In previ-
of the COVID- committee|
‘macy to addressing the growth concerns. But this time around, with retail inflation

continuingto d and breaching the upper| f the inflation target-

in of the broad
of the meeting is one of wait and watch.
Themi
attwo levels. First, the manner in which inflation by
Office (NSO)for i

of the Nagaland governor of that time, P B
Acharya, to clear the air on the appointment.
Acharya assured critics that the newspaper
articles that Ravi authored, and were the
source of the NSCN-IM's ire, were written
before the new government came into of-
fice, and that as interlocutor he will imple-
ment the prime minister's vision and take
the peace process forward.

tissued a few days ago, the

reser-

NSCR I blamed Ravi for destroying the
of the talks. It accused him of

vations” in accepting and

breakin the data series. Second, the continuing uncertainty over the impact of the COVID

tryingtoturnthe clock back by reframing the
conflict as a law and order issue, and not a
political dispute. In retrospect, those writ-

ownerand inheritor of adistinctculture, lan-
guage, tradition and geography, espousinga
distinct world view, falling within the broad
rubric of the Naga family”. There s, however,
ample evidence that many Nagas aspire to
Naga unity, and they view those tribal loyal-
ties as residues of a premodern past and an
obstacle toNaga solidarity.

Narratives of Naga nationalism have
long been imbued with the idea of a Naga
homeland that includes conti

identities centred on tribes are somehow
‘more “real” than the Naga identity are rem-
iniscent of colonial era intelligence reports
that referred to nationalist politicians in
terms of their caste status: Nehru was a
“Kashmiri Brahmin”, Jinnah a “Khoja

Muslim”, Malaviya a “Malwa Brahmin” etc.
One can speculate that by signing on to
theidea of Nagas having a “unique history”,
officials and political leaders intended to sig-
that (a) the charac-

ina number of Northeastern states, and
even parts of Myanmar. The belief that the
conflict cannot be resolved without ad-
dressing the issue of integrating the Naga-
inhabited areas is widely shared among
Nagas, though non-Nagasliving in those ar-
eas do not generally share this goal.

“The Indian

terisations long favoured by security bu-
reaucrats of the Naga political struggle asa
separatist insurgency or a terrorist move-
ment that makes false claims to Naga unity,
are inaccurate and (b) rejecting those epi-
thets is a necessary condition for negotia-
tions based on mutual respect. Those aresig-
nificant achi that should not be

the unique history ofthe Nagasand theirsit-

uation.” NSCN-IM leaders have repeated this

claim with remarkable frequency over the

many years of the peace process. No one can
fail

allowed to wither away.

In August 2015, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi, known for his keen eye for
poliical optcs,wore a Tangkhul Naga shaw

the phrase “unique
If-

ceremony of the

hlstory Lt
ambiguity associated with diplomatic lan-
guage: Formulations that conflicting parties

Agreement. Ravi's gripe
about the NSCN-IM's appeal being limited
to the “Tangkhul tribes of Manipur”, the
“unique history” formulation — with its
bow tothe territorial imaginary of the Naga
nation — evidently was still the guidepost
anchoring Indian policy.

The ground realities could not have

umer centin]uly, from. centinJune. But, asacom- ings could find acceptable only because they are open
noted, " - have now hamstrung the negotiations. to more than one interpretation. But it also
1@ If i i i the year, ontheline: Ravi, who has also been the Governor of One can speculate that by embodies acommitment to pursue agree-
ofthe RBI/MPC's henitcould further Nagaland for the past year, was not apublic  signing on to the idea of ment: To work together and find a common
" . figure unil his retirement from the Indian o G language thatallides find acceptable, which
N S 3 Police Service in 2012. A 1976 batch officer, "agas havinga unique the conflict.
despiteit largely by supply ks “Ifinflation persists above theupper e served in the Intelligence Bureau, where  history’, officials and ‘The source of the phrase can be traced
i Indian political leaders intended to back to a joint communiqué that NSCN-IM
tion,"noted a member i affairs. articleson sional : ledgemer General Secretary Thuingaleng Muivah and
The August meeting for mem-  the Naga conflict during the brief time be- :I'll’a':‘:l]“;C:::Z‘ﬂ:‘;jf:g‘;‘:;om former Home Secretary K Padmanabhaiah
bers of the MPC before [hey complete theirfour-year term ending n September. Three  (veen isretirementand hisassumprionof p N signedin Amsterdam onuly 11,2002 How-
October post-retirement official positions. long favoured by security ever, it became etched in Naga public mem-
n 2012and2013 caucrats of the Naga ory only after Prime Minister Atal Bihari
MPCwillbe how Ravi ritiismofthepeace 1 olicical serugale as a Vajpayee’s visit to the state in October of
the roleof two of P A} Strugg 2003, In his speech at the civic reception

sors in the position of interlocutor: K separatist insurgency or a held inKohima,

PARTNERSHIP TEST

Science should be in the driving seat in all collaborative
efforts for a vaccine for COVID-19

HE MINISTRY OF External Affairs has clarified the country’ ol-

laborative efforts to develop a vaccine against COVID-19 — the call on part-

groupsetup for ithas said. This

Padmanabhaiah and R S Pandey. He called
them “rent-seekers” — a term usually re-
served for those seeking personal benefits
from publicoffice. By dealing with the Nagas
“as if it were a homogenous collective with
common aspirations”, they set the Naga talks
on“aperverse trajectory”. He accused them
Ofatlmg as no more than the NSCN-IM's
“marketing agents” and “selling its larger-
than-life prof le to Delhi”.
Ravi's main grouse appears tobe that the
Manmohan Singh government was then ne-
gotiating with only the NSCN-IM — “quin-

companies and some foreign agencies — especially Russia's Gamaleya Research Institute

ly an entity of Tangkhul tribes of
Manipur, having lttle resonance with other
its pan-Naga rheto-

thatisslated to"shortly” V COVID-19vaccine —is hazy. The
thatany such venture will be h
“National Expert Group on Vaccine Administration for COVID-19". This sends the right

thatduepi befoll ience, not orideological

in the country’s choice of
Three vaccine candidates — developed by the US-based pharma major Moderna,

agas
ric”. Drawing on his knowledge as an
Intelligence Bureau official, he waxed elo-
quent on “the intricacies of the Naga polity
— comprising over 25 tribes, each a proud

terrorist movement that
makes false claims to Naga
unity, are inaccurate and (b)
ing those epithets is a
necessary condition for
negotiations based on
mutual respect. Those are
significant achievements
that should not be allowed to
wither away. In August 2015,
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, known for his keen
eye for political optics, wore
a Tangkhul Naga shawl to
the signing ceremony of the
Framework Agreement.

“Itis true that, of all the states in India,

changed so in the past five
years to require the rejection of the unique
history formulation. While the talk of re-
turning to the jungle by NSCN-IM militants
may be more bombast than a genuine
threat, the risks of Nagaland and adjacent
areasgoing back toa downward spiral of vi-
olence and counter-violence should not be
underestimated.

Atthe same time, Ravi's diatribe against
the peace process was not without some
empirical basis in ground realities. There

bout

Nagaland has a unique history. We are sen-
sitive to this historical fact”.

‘The carefully crafted phrase serves as a
reminder of the painstaking efforts of count-
less civil servants, and political leaders —
across the party divide — as well as of lead-
ers of various Naga organisations, to build
bridges over contested narratives and cre-
ate the conditions for negotiations to end
India’s oldest armed conflict.

Policymakers in the 1990s appear to have
concluded that the impasse in the conflict
called for ashiftin strategy. It:

the wisdom of a policy of negotiating only
with the NSCN-IM, treating it as primus in-
ter pares among Naga factions with a veto
power on key issues. That a more nuanced
negotiating strategy is now emerging is a
positive development. But the fundamen-
tal question about who all the stakeholders
in the Naga conflict are, still needs a satis-
factory answer, one that is based on an in-
depth mappingof the conflict. Only then can
we expect peaceful dialogue and patient ne-

and bring about

‘more and more obvious that the NSCN-IM,
the faction that declared the Shillong Accord
0f1975 a sellout, and a betrayal of the Naga
cause, had emerged as a serious political
force precisely because it stood for Naga
unity. Seen in this context, arguments that

adurable peace.

Sanjib Baruah s professor of Poltical Studies
atBard College, New York. He#s the author,
‘most recently, of In the Name of the Nation:
Indiaand its Northeast

Oxford U A and China

of clinical trials which: use.These tri-

als could take four to six months. But even as the jury is out on critical matters related to
-acy, several countri US Germany, Britain and France, have

entered turers. Th

such advance agreements will make the vaccines inaccessible to everyone apart from

people in the First World. In fact, just about 10 years ago, the US and several European

countries used their purchasing power tocrowd out Third World countries from theini-
[h(' 'HINIvaccine. T Delhi: P jac-

ma

I Do NoT Ask FOR MERCY

Open criticism of any institution is necessary to safeguard the constitutional order

PRASHANT BHUSHAN

operation last week with his German: Heiko Maa:
its readiness to participate in the clinical trials of a vaccine developed in India.

centof theworld India,
oneofthe pa the Oxford ject, largestvaccine man-
ufacturer: y leverageit toseci

Jaby very

vaccine. ign mini itwillplay ilitator

our It agenci isinthed:

of such collaborative

Inp HIS

Kamala Harris told a story in her acceptance speech — and
introduced a new word to the American campaign
N THURSDAY, TAMILS were toasting “chitthi", following Kamala Devi
for her aunts after the Democratic Party's
nomination for US ice-president. Chitthi,a Tamil term for mther's

I HAVE GONE through the judgment of this
Hon'ble Court. I am pained that I have been
held guilty of committing contempt of the
Court whose majesty | have tried to uphold
— not as a courtier or cheerleader but as a
humble guard — for over three decades, at
some personal and professional cost. | am
pained, not because | may be punished, but
because| have been grossly misunderstood.

Iam shocked that the court holds me
guilty of “malicious, scurrilous, calculated at-
tack” on the institution of administration of
justice. | am dismayed that the Court has ar-
Tived at this conclusion without providingany
evidence of my motives to launch suchan at-
tack. I must confess that | am disappointed
thatthe courtdid notfind it necessary toserve
me with a copy of the complaint on the basis
of which the suo motu notice wasissued, nor
found it necessary to respond to the specific
averments made by me in my reply affidavit

younger: rambled tofigure

one of them lives in Canada and was on stage when she announced her decision to run
for White House in January 2019,

For
aseminal moment of connect with American politics. So far big achievers in professions
such as healthcare, IT and academia, and in the hospitality sector, the diaspora has been
largely invisible in public life. In her speech on Thursday, Harris referred to her mother
Shyamala Gopalan, who raised her two daughters as a single parent. “That 25-year-old
Indian woman — all of five feet tall —who gave birth to me at Kaiser Hospital in Oakland,
Califonia” Harissad.had “nsiled inmysster Maya,and me thevalues thatvwouldchart

ourlives. women. isedusto
know and be proud of our Indian heritage”.

Backin her ancestral village in Tamil Nadu, posters, hoardings and arches have cele-
brated the nomination. Tamils have had their share of powerful women icons, from
Kannagi,the iery heroine of Sangam epic,Slappadikaram, to beloved and benevolent
Amma, Th
phasising the contribution of her mom and chitthis to her rise, BIP's national secretary,

j inister, D Jayakumar, inawar of words on whether or
not the Tamil Nadu government was “manly” enough, in the context of its

‘my counsel.

FOR THE RECORD

Indeed, public scrutiny is
desirable for healthy
functioning of judiciary
itself. I believe that open
criticism of any institution is
necessary in a democracy,

to safeguard the
constitutional order.

Ifind it hard to believe that the Court
finds my tweet *has the effect of destabilis-
ing the very foundation of this important
pillar of Indian democracy”. I can only reit-

My tweets were nothing but a small at-
tempt to discharge what I considered to be
my highest duty at this juncture in the his-
toryofourrepublic. | id not tweetinaficof

erate that m)

bonafide beliefs, the expression of whic

must be permissible in any democracy.
Indeed, public scrutiny is desirable for
healthy functioning of judiciary itself. I be-
lieve that open criticism of any institution s
hecessary in a democracy, to safeguard the
constitutional order. We areliving through
that moment in our history when higher
principles must trump routine obligations,
when saving the constitutional order must
come before personal and

It would be insincere
and contemptuous on my part to offer an
apology for the tweets that expressed what
was and continues to be my bonafide belief.
Therefore, I can only humbly paraphrase
what the father of the nation, Mahatma
Gandhi, had said in his trial:  do not ask for
‘mercy. I donot appeal to magnanimity. Jam
here, therefore, to cheerfully submit to any
penalty that can lawfully be inflicted upon
‘me for what the Ccun has determined to be
anoffence,

niceties, when considerations of the pres-
entmustnot comein the way uldlscharglng
our

highest duty Sraciisen

Bhush

to speak up would have been a derell(lmn
of duty, especially for an officer of the court
like myself,

Court of ndia. This s his statement to the
Court on August 20 after his
conviction for contempt

Vinayaka Chaturthi festivities because of COVID-19.

Avuaust 22,1980,

ForTY YEARS AGO

UP VIOLENCE AGAIN
ALLAHABAD WAS ROCKED today by fresh vi-
olence, which left five dead, leading to de-

MANIPUR CM’S OFFER
MANIPUR CHIEF MINISTER R K Dorendra
Singh may take the initiative again to break

ployment of the army and o
curfew for an indefinite period. Viclence
erupted suddenly and simultaneously
around 2 pm when for the first time, curfew
‘was relaxed. When the District Magistrate S
AT Rizvi was rushing to Nakhas Kona on re-
ceiptofareportofanattackona police party,
abomb was hurled at his car. The bomb ex-
ploded near the front wheel but the District
Magistrate escaped unhurt. The person who
lobbed the bombwas arrested. A violentmob
attacked apolice party at Nakhas Konaand a

Centre
and the Assam agitation leaders, Dorendra
Singh who had a second round of meeting
with Shyam Sundar Mahapatra, AICC (1)
General Secretary today said if the Central
leaders desired, he would make earnest ef-
forts again to resume talks.

NEw BoNUS RULE

agreements for payment of bonus in lieu of
productivity, and not profits.

PAK PROTESTS

POLICE USED RIFLE butts, batons and tear
gas to break up an anti-government march
by hundreds of lawyers in Karachi today.
The lawyers fled to the safety of the city’s
court compound as the police waded in,
scattering banners demanding democracy.
At least a dozen people were arrested and
several mjured It was the second biggest

/AN ORDINANCE WAS stipu-
lating a minimum of 8.33 per centand 2
maximum of 20 per cent bonus. It allows

PACjawan
imEm

employers and to enterinto

New Delhi

ersin
agamstl’)es)den!lla ul-Hag's military rule
and against his refusal to hold a general
election.
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‘WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Parliament needs to quickly rediscover its

pine too. Much tougher economic

conditions in the autumn should concentrate minds.” —THE GUARDIAN

Mandal moment, 30 years on

Rise of Hindutva politics and contradictions within OBC spectrum have exhausted the silent
political revolution. Unfulfilled promise of job quotas may lead to a revival

CHRISTOPHE JAFFRELOT

THIRTY YEARS AGO, the then prime minis-
ter, V P Singh implemented the Mandal
Commission report, initiating what I have
called a “silent revolution”. It triggered a so-
cio-political process that resulted in some so-
cial emancipation and the rise to political
power of plebeians at the expense of the up-
perand dominant castes.

The Mandal moment was primarily po-
litical, even if what was at stake was the ex-
tension of positive discrimination through a
27 per cent quota for the OBCs in the civil serv-
ice. The upper castes instantly mobilised to
prevent a reform that would curb their pub-
lic sector job opportunities, which was valu-
able prior to the economic liberalisation of
1991. Their resistance aroused indignation
among the lower castesand resulted inacon-
solidation of OBC groups. Many OBCs stopped
Voting forupper-caste notables and preferred
toelect representatives from their own social
milieu to Parliament.

In the Hindi belt, the percentage of OBC
MPs nearly doubled from 11 per centin 1984
to more than 20 per cent in the 1990s,
‘whereas the proportion of upper-caste MPs
dropped from 47 per cent in 1984 to below
40 in the 1990s. By 2004, upper-caste pres-
ence in the Lok Sabha had fallen to 33 per
cent, while 25 per cent of MPs were OBCs.
‘This turnaround was thanks initially to the
JanataDal, and later,

CASTE AND COMMUNITY REPRESENTATION IN THE HINDI BELT (1962-2019)
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ource: (

cent, on a par with its representation in the
19805, whereasthe share of OBCMPs dropped
t020percent,accordingtothe database SPIN-
PER (Social Profile of India’s National and
Provincial Elected Representatives) built by
Ashoka University and CNRS-Sciences Po.
Modidid notattract OBCvotersonly based
onhisplebeian backgroundand Hindutva. He
d caste politics in th

PartyinUPand the

-and cla him: plf

RashtriyaJanata Dal in Bihar.
Daldisir inthe

asthe defender of the “neo middle-class” that

early 19905, it did not affect the dynamics of
democratisation the party had setin motion.
First,all parties, including the Congress, were:
forced tofield several OBC candidates having
realised that they could notrely on old clien”
telist mechanisms to get upper-caste nota-
bles elected. The OBC halfof

rise of OBCs who had benefited from the
Mandal quotas and economic growth. Young
OBCs were migrating from the village due to
the attraction of jobs, Even if such jobs were
unstableand badly paid, they usually enabled
these former rural mhabnanmmmpruvetheur
iss dis-

the population and the new“OBCvote” could
ot be ignored. Second, new public policies

coursewasclass—basedbulhadnoa'ﬁnuvath
socalism. Onth conrary nstead o aing
and

the OBC:
only by the parties representing them, but
also by the Congress. When it returned to
powerin 2004, the Congress setaquota ofz7

made
ment he numberone cterionof sl jus-
tice,a repertoire that had become gradually
hegemonic after the1991 reform but which

per cent for OBCs in public

decision, known asMandalIl,once again pro—
voked the ire of the upper castes. So what's
left of the “Mandal moment”, politically and
socially, now?

This “silent revolution” brought on a
counter-revolution, a revenge of the elite
whose vanguard has been the BJP. The BJP's
Hindunationalism had the advantage of tran-
scending caste dentitiesinthenameof Hindu

against the threat from slam.

lanc
cio-democratic policies (including Mandal Ir).

IfModisealed the fate of quota politics, the
“Mandal moment” was over many years ear-
lier. OBC politics has been a victim of the suc-
cess of OBC policies in two ways. A saturation
pointwasreached when the Centre andstates
introduced the 27 per cent OBC quota and the
judiciary refused to allow the total amount of
reservation to oot bcyond 49 per cent. Parties
“vote

‘This backlash culminated in 2014, when the

Hindutvaversion of national-populismgained

traction with some OBCs because of the

alchemy achieved by NarendraModi—for the

firs time, thelleader ofthe BJPwasa pure prod-

uctof the RSS who belonged to an OBC caste.
i d

for me, you'll ge[ more reservations”.

Second, some jatis within the OBC spec-
trum benefitted more from the reservations
thanothers. The Yadavs areacasein point. We
can infer from the Indian Human
b

R Po - Trivedi Center for

ERI-CDSP

1999

2004 2009 2014 2019

hers

CR Sasikumar

such an extent that they started not to vote
along with the Yadavs. In Bihar, Kurmis fol-
lowed Nitish Kumar and created a separate
party as early as 1994. In UP, the BJP was
shrewd enough to nominate candidates from
non-Yadav jatisin order to consolidate anon-
Yadav OBC vote by capitalising on the resent-
mentofthese castes vis-3-vis the Yadavs. This
strategy was obvious in the 2019 elections
when poor OBCs voted more for the BJP than
for the BSP-SP alliance despite the elitist im-
age of the former — 59 per cent of the “poor”
OBC: the BIP.against33.5 per cent

This ‘silent revolution’
brought on a counter-
revolution, a revenge of the
clite whose vanguard has
been the BJP. The BJPs
Hindu nationalism had the
advantage of transcending
caste identities in the name
of Hindu unity and its fight
against the threat from
Islam. This backlash
culminated in 2014, when the
Hindutva version of
national-populism gained
traction with some OBCs
because of the alchemy
achieved by Narendra Modi
— for the first time, the
leader of the BJP was a pure
product of the RSS who
belonged to an OBC cas

ste.
As Modi f d himself

urvey that they

aformer chaiwallah,and did not defend posi-
tive discrimination, he was the perfect anti-
dote to Mandal for the middle-class upper
castes. By taking the BIPoits first lectoral ri-
umph, Modialsoallowed upper castestocon-
solidate their position i the Lok Sabha at the
expenseof the OBCs.In 2014, the percentage of

hers.InUP, 145 per
cent of the Yadavs occupied a salaried job in
2011-12(the last round of the survey) against
58 percentforthe Kurmis, 5.7 per centfor the
Telis, 6.7 per cent for the Kushwahas, 3.5 per
centfor the Lodhs.

‘The Yadavisation of UP and Bihar, during
the rule of the SPand RID respectively, has di-

Stan an

as a self-made man, a former
chaiwallah, and did not
defend positive
discrimination, he was the
perfect antidote to

Mandal for the middle-class

¢ peace de

-SP alliance.

The reason why the “rich” and “middle”
class OBCs voted more for the BSP-SP alliance
than the “poor” OBCs becomes clear the mo-
mentthe jatis are factored n: The SPremains
aYadav partytoalargeextentand Yadavs tend
tobe richer than Gadariyas, Kushwahas, Telis

When helping hurts

Increasing age of marriage will be exercise of
carceral power by state which will
disproportionately affect Dalit, Adivasi women

SHALNI NAIR

IF PRIME MINISTER Narendra Modi's em-
phasis in his Independence Day speech on
raising the legal age of marriage forwomen
t021 years s any indicator of the path the
taskforce setup for this purposeis likely to
tread, it needs to reconsider the dispropor-
tionate impact such egislation would have

the legal age of marriage strikes a discordant
notewith pastofficial reports. In September
2018, the National Human Rights
Commission showed how higher education
levels lead to a lower likelihood of women
being married early and strongly recom-
mended that the Right to Education Act,
2009, be amended to make it applicable up
tothe age of 18 years. Presently, children in
the age group of 14-18 are outside the
purview of RTE act and most likely to drop
out. This stress on access and quality of ed-
ucation was backed by a report of the apex
child right's body, National Commission for
Protection of Child Rights, and the NGO
Young Lives, which also showed how be-
tween 2005-06 and 2015-16, child marriage:
in 15-19 age group for girls has decreased
from 265 per cent to 119 per cent.

governed by var-

There is enough evidence available
with the government that makes a strong
case for tackling early marriage by extend-
ing the right to free and compulsory educa-
tion up to the age of 18 years. Before look-
ing at those reports, it is important to
understand whyraisingthe minimum age
of marria

ious personal laws which setvarying min-
imum ages for girls as also the Prohibition
of Child Marriage Act (PCMA), 2006, where
itis 18 yearsfor girls and 21 for boys. Under
PCMA, any man, above the age of 18 who
marries a woman under 18 years, as well
as (he parents of minors who abet the act
. This

e by The Protection of

the exlslmg vulnerabﬂmes of Dalit and

Children from Sexual foences(l’OCSO)

rural India, instead

Act, 2012,

of empoweringits women.

The National Family Health Survey
(NFHS-4) data 2015-16 points to certain
trendsin early marriages: That rural women
are likely to marry earlier than their urban
counterparts; that the higher upawomanis

from 16 years to 18 years.
Several studies have shown how this
has criminalised self-arranged adolescent
marriages as parents often misuse it to
punish couples marrying without their ap-
proval, especially i cases of inter-caste
‘marriages. h cases

Most importantly, it establishes a direct
causallink between education levelsand de-
laed age of marriage,with the omer -

are liable to even face a life term. POCSO
also requires healthcare providers to
mandatorly repor o the police any cases

notthe other
Womenwith 12 years or more ofschoolmg
are most likely to marry later.

While theseinitself should be sufficient
to make a case for education, a look at the
disaggregated data speakstothe need toad-

n -

of under

sexually active with lhose older.
Increasing the legal age of marriage to

21 years will add to these existing hurdles

for young women's access to reproductive

and sexual healthcare. All these put SC-ST

recourse to

blanket
erations of the principles of social justice.
According to the wealth quintile data,
the poorest households are concentrated
inrural India. The lowest quintile, whichis

legaland atagreater risk.

Noting the law’s patriarchal underpin-
nings, the 18th Law Commission report
(2008) asked for uniformity in the age of
marriage at 18 years for both men and

ostlikely yoff their

and Lodhis, whoresent’

have 45 per

theway thelatter has comered alarge propor-
tionof the reservations. The unity problem af-
fecting the OBCs is similar to the one con-
fronting the Dalits in UP — the non-Jatav SCs
resent the socio-economic rise of the Jatavs

of so
Centof the Scheculed Tibe (ST and 259
percentScheduled Caste (SC) houscholds,
as compared to only 9 per cent of the gen-

d lowering the age of consentto
16 years, a recommendation also of the
Justice Verma Committee.

Instead of moving in this direction, in-
creasing the age of marriage becomes a
mere exercise of carceral power by a state

il

eral “Others” category.
The NFHS- d 15-49

which, consensual mar-

whic]
isseenasajatav party. Many of the non- datav

by numberof
shows that 42 per cent ST women and 33

SCsvotefor the BJPnow.
eversteinforced, inthe caseofthelower OBCs

percentSC
ing Merely 10 per cent srand 15 per cent

riage:
it comes to much. prevalent traffcking of
child brides from SC-ST houscholds. Efforts
toaddresschild marriageinindiashouldbe

porting the Hindutva forces, these jatisalsotry
to sanskritise themselves and be accepted by
the Hindu “high tradition”.

So, s it “game over” for Mandal politics?
Not necessarily, given the fact that if quotas
have been granted to OBCs they are not ful-
filled. In 2015, OBCs represented only 12 per
cent of Class A employees in the central gov-
ernment services, 125 per cent of Class Band
19 per centof Class Cworkers —

educanon as compared [o 30 per cent

-economicre-
alities that demand investment in educa-

women among the Others (; | cate-
gory) and 21 per cent among Other
Ba ckwaniCIasscs Only8 per cent ruralgirls

tion, welfare, women.
‘The median age at first marriage for both
men and women in India has registered a

17 years
cite mamage 2 the resson.fh n the or-
der after loss of interest in studies, prohibi-
tive costofeducation, burden of household
work, and schools located far away.

hild

18 per cent of the total workforce, almost 10
percentage points less than what they had
been promised in 1990. Itisadeficit OBCs may
considerworth fighting for.

The writeris senior research fellow at CERI-
Sciences Po/CNRS, Paris, professor of indian
Politicsand Sociology at King's India Institute,
London, and non-residentscholarat the

It needs to grasp that pragmatism, strategic realities lie behind Arab-Israeli detente

KHALED AHMED

THE COMMON MAN in Pakistan is jolted by
the “peace deal” between Israel and the
United Arab Emirates (UAE) that will ‘lead to
afull normalisation of diplomatic relations”
betweenthe two.Israel has agreed tosuspend
applyingsovereignty toareasof the WestBank
thatit was prepared to annex, but that does-
ntconsolethe conspiracy-soaked mind ofthe
common man in Pakistan. Most of the more
“pragmatic” Arab neighbours of Israel have
behaved differently towards Israel and they
didn't care that Pakistan continued to be so
completely anti-Israel.

MostPakistanis also don't know the facts
behind the current political map of the
Middle Eastand ignore the details of how the
Arabstatesare threatened more by their el

Israel. After the sectar-

less by Israel than by Iran, which

ittouprootany of i t

encircling

Bankthat I

Pakistan has been in two minds about
Israel, especially after India re-

sectarian wars in Iraq, Syria, Lebanon and
Yemen. There is nothing that Pakistan —
headed by Prime Minister Imran Khan who
tries naively to pose s the peacemaker be-
tweenlranand SaudiArabia—candoaboutit.
Saudi Arabiaand the UAE together with “aid-
recipient” Egyptare fightingan “unequal” war
against Turkey in Libya.

Rulers in the Gulf are more scared today
of fellow-Arab states like Qatar than of Israel.
They are no longer consoled by the presence
of the United States in the Gulf region as a
guarantor of their peace. Headquartered in

and alienated much of the world”.
The"rwonanons"requuedbymeumed

vivedits almost dead relationshipin 1992 and
proceeded o rade ih tin thehightech

Nation: live to-
sether in-unified” Jerusalem: and security
willesolelyth responsibily of srae

ec negative reaction
among Pakistan's Arab friends. Under
presdent ervez Musharal, ecogntion of

which means Il not have an
army oftheirown. Israelwill regu]anse the

onsidered as the Indian
EmbassymTe]AVlvlssued ‘some 30,000visas

mortality/health outcomes is a welcome
move, its stated intent to examine raising

ignificant ithmore
peoplenow marrying later than ever before.
Any attempt to leapfrog through quick-fix
and ill-conceived punitive measures will
only considerably reverse these gains.

The writer is a Gender Studies PhD scholar
atthe University of Sussex, UK

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

ELITE CONCERNS

THISREFERSTO the article. 'In pandemic,
take a break’ (IE, August 21). A sabbati-
cal, like most other benefits, is a prerog-
ative of the elite. India is unique, in that,
70 per cent of its population still resides
in rural areas where the pandemic has
hithard, forcing migrant workers to “take
abreak”, and their families to starve. Due
to successive lockdowns, cities too have

IDEAS

ANITATAGORE

witnessed an unem-
ployment crisis. The uncertainties have
ledtoasurgeinmentalhealthi e, do-
mesticvi Astroll

@SECULARISMIS
STILLTHRIVING:

inthe park, ora world tour would make
agood “break” if one doesn't have to
‘worryabout the nextmeal. A public ser-
vantwould know that.

Fatima Ghazali, Patna

DOING WELL

THIS REFERS TO the edlitorial, Fighting
towin'(IE, August21) Inits fight against

tBank
— built on land belonging to the Palestinian
d

tor was “faciitated” by Turkey to discuss the
iliti aklsrael ion of

people. An
billion in international investment to build
the new Palestinian entity and open an em-
bassy inits new state.

Qatar, America’s Central C
therwayasQatriins Tukey osupportand

ian wars in the Gulf and Irag-Syria neigh-
bourhood, this should have dawned on

had rulned lhe Arab Spring (2010- zo1z) by

This should h. aged the Islamic
World but it did not. The UAE, Oman and
Bahrain were present when Trump an-
nounced the “peace plan’, standing together

and sub-

didn't. p
turbed by the introverted policies followed
by Saudi Arabia and its neighbours with re-
gard to India and simply can't comprehend
the inaction of the Organisation of Islamic
Cooperation (OIC) over Kashmir. They can't
grasp the Arab inwardness that ignores
Kashmir, which they often equate with the
Palestinians living under “Israeli tyranny”.
Saudi Arabiaand the UAE

qu ing the “kingdoms”.

‘The new American interest in its “global
retreat”, where Pax Americana can be given
over to someone else, is being felt in the Gulf
region too. But before leaving, President
Donald Trump wants to leave behind an or-
der that continues to favour US global nter-
ests. In January, Trump announced a “peace
plarthat would allowlsaeltoconrola“uni-
fied ital and “not require

with Isracli Netanyahu who
was not even elected but acted merely as a
caretaker PM. The plan was to be “negoti-
ated”in four years but has been hastened by
the prospect of Trump's defeat in the com-
ing pollsin November. The plan was toallow
Israel to immediately annex territories sup-
posed tobelong to the Sate of Palestine un-
der the “two-states” status quo recognised
by the UN. Eight months later, that annexa-
tion was postponed.

relations with an Israeli envoy, but the move
came to nought because of Pakistan’s text-
book brainwash against Israel.

‘Then Turkey slid under the control of the
Islamists under Prime Minister Recep Erdogan,
whonow threatensthe UAE for having opened
up to Israel, not knowing that one reason be-
hind the recognition was the threat he posed
tothe UAE. Erdogan doesn't care how he would
look threatening the Arabs while Turkey con-
tinues to recognise Israel. He may be realising
that his revival of the Ottoman Empire that
controlled Western Asia and Northern Africa
between the 14th and early 20th centuries
threatens the Arabs once again.

The writeris consulting editor;
Newsweek Pakistan

COVID-19, India,
numbers, high population density and
poor health infrastructure, has been
quite successful. The on-going unlock
phases are witnessing sudden spurts
hereand there, but ramping up of tests
and local administrations' responses
have kept things in check.
Vijai Pant, Hempur

POLL PROBLEMS

THIS REFERS TO the article The corona
election’ (IE, August 21). The Election
Commission of India (ECT) is expected
totake a call on the schedule of the up-
coming Bihar assembly elections. Itwill
have to factor in the nationwide pan-
demic situation in general and Bihar's

ANOOP

www.indianexpress.com

unique dilemma in particular. Bihar is
the state with the highest population
density, and its existing health infra-
structure might not be able to manage
any sudden upsurge in COVID cases.
The ECI, under Article 324, should take
acalloneither postponing the elections
or conduct the polls over multiple
phases spread over months,

Sudip Kumar Dey, Kolkata

HOLISTIC RELIEF

THIS REFERS TO the article, 'The new
social contract'(IE, August 21). The au-
thorindicated the slight improvement
of our unemployment rate, which is
expected. But the poorare stillinasit-
uation where both their lives and
livelihoods are at risk. Policymakers
must adopt the mechanism for relief
integrating both rural and urban India.

Tapomoy Ghosh, Katwa

New Delhi
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Last lap

larris have to show they can lift

Bidenand 1
the US. out of the virus-induced crisis
Furmer U.S. Vice-President Joe Biden has become

the Democratic Party’s official nominee for the
2020 presidential election after a gltzy four day
at the D National C

Alongside his running mate Kamala Harris, he will seek
to oust incumbent Donald Trump from the White
House. If he does so, an array of remedial policy actions
will be required from an early stage to lift the U.S. up
from the economic destruction caused by the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic. Besides, he will need to urgently
attend to a series of controversies and setbacks, some
with international repercussions, that the Trump admi-
nistration has become enmeshed in. Does Mr. Biden
possess the political heft, personal charisma, and party
‘mandate to do so? The party answered with a resound-
ing ‘yes’ to all three questions at the Convention, which
featured eloquent speeches by former Presidents Ba-
rack Obama and Bill Clinton and First Ladies Michelle
Obama and Hillary Clinton, as well as party heavy-
weights including Bernie Sanders, Nancy Pelosi, and El-
izabeth Warren. While a few younger Democratic lead-
ers were featured too, the Convention left little doubt
that the old guard was still running the show, even if it
was seeking to woo the next generation of voters within
the framework of an altered political reality.

At the heart of that reality stands Mr. Trump, wob-
bling as he scores lower than Mr. Biden in the opinion
polls, mostly for his bungling response to the pandem-
ic, yet relentlessly throwing punches on mail-in voting
and appealing to the ‘silent majority’ that Mr. Biden, if
elected, would “hike taxes on Americans by $4 trillion,
eviscerate the Second Amendment, expand sanctuary
cities, and end fossil fuels”. To effectively counter these
arguments, and avoid another debacle of the sort that
Ms. Clinton faced in 2016, Mr. Biden and Ms. Harris
need show only one thing — that they can save the U.S.
economy and repair the country’s standing with the
rest of the world, especially by reclaiming a pivotal role
in the multilateral governance of global public health,
climate change and trade. Whether the Democrats,
basking in the self-congratulatory afterglow of the Con-
vention and reaffirming their commitment to liberal va-
lues, play their hand carefully through this endgame
scenario, or whether the Trump vision of an inward-
looking U.S. still carries the day, remains to be seen.
What is clear is that the electoral outcome will be both a
referendum expressing how much a broadly inclusive
paradigm of the American Dream still resonates with
the people, and a signal of the degree of openness that
it will tolerate toward the peoples of other nations. Mr.
Biden will have to bring his A-game to this final lap.

Repealﬁ reform

Sri Lanka should not undo democratic gains
orroll back devolution in the Constitution

two-thirds majority in the legislature is indeed a
A:]nanda!e for constitutional change, but the win-
er ought to decide whether the proposed

change would bring about reform or impairment;
whether it would strengthen democratic institutions or
weaken them. In his first address to the newly elected
Parliament, Sri Lankan President Gotabaya Rajapaksa
has predictably declared his intention to repeal the
landmark 19th Amendment to the Constitution, and,
thereafter, to work towards a new Constitution. The
party he belongs to, the SLPP, has just garnered a hi
toric two-thirds majority along with its allies in the par-
liamentary polls — unprecedented in an election based
on proportional representation. Few would doubt that
the party led by the President’s elder brother and
Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa has the requisite
mandate to overhaul the constitutional and electoral
system. The abolition of the 19th Amendment was in-
deed the party’s major poll plank. However, does it ne-
cessarily mean that the gains of the 19th Amendment
should be thrown out lock, stock and barrel? The legis-
lation that introduced it was also based on a popular
mandate for change in the 2015 presidential election,
and received more than the required two-thirds sup-
port in the previous Parliament. It not only curbed the
executive President’s vast powers, by restoring a two-
term limit, and making it difficult for the legislature to
be dissolved at the President's whim, but also sought to

Differential impact of COVID-19 and the lockdown

The resultant distress in India has exacerbated pre-existing structures of disadvantage based on social identity

ASHWINI DESHPANDE &
RAJESH RAMACHANDRAN

Walter Scheidel, the Austrian

economic historian, argues that
throughout human history, there
have been four types of catas-
trophic events that have led to
greater economic equality: pan-
demic, war, revolution and state
collapse. Currently, the world is
going through one of them: a mas-
sive COVID-19 pandemic. In Schei-
del's analysis, the decline in in-
equality is a result of excess
mortality that raises the price of
labour. While the validity of Schei-
del's argument for the current
pandemic can only be assessed af-
ter it is over, the pandemic has
been described as a leveller more
loosely, both because the disease
can strike anyone, and also be-
cause the resultant lockdowns
have led to widespread job losses
and economic hardships across
the range of the income and occu-
pational distribution.

In his book, The Great Leveler,

The marginalised at risk

Focusing on the looser description
of the pandemic as a leveller, preli-
‘minary data and early indirect evi-
dence from several parts of the
world indicate that the incidence
of the disease is not class-neutral:
poorer and economically vulnera-

ble populations are more likely to
contract the virus as well as to die
from it. To the extent, economic
class and social identity (e.g. race,
ethnicity or caste) overlap, this
suggests that socially marginalised
groups would be at higher risk of
mortality due to COVID-19.

The risks extend beyond mor-
tality as the economic conse-
quences of the current pandemic
are likely to be most

GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO.

ment caste-neutral, despite the
fact that it was.

among the low wage earners, and
less educated workers, segments
of the labour force where racial
and ethnic minorities are over-re-
presented. Early evidence from
the United Kingdom and the Unit-
ed States reveals that racial and
ethnic minorities are indeed the
ones most likely at the risk of
unemployment.

What does the evidence from
India reveal? Disaggregated data
on COVID-19 incidence and mor-
tality are not available for India.
Thus, we cannot comment on
whether certain caste groups are
more vulnerable to the virus than
others.

The Indian shutdown
A key element of the pandemic
control strategy everywhere has
bcen to shut down economic and
activity, and to impose so-
cnal distancing with varying de-
grees of strictness. India’s lock-
down, imposed in the last week of
March 2020, was among the most
stringent. The first month of the
severe lockdown, April 2020, wit-
nessed a sharp rise in unemploy-

ment.
Was this sudden unemploy-

We examine shifts in employ-
ment and unemployment rates us-
ing data from the Centre for Moni-
toring Indian Economy (CMIE)'s
Consumer Pyramids Household
Survey (CPHS) database. Itis a lon-
gitudinal data set covering 174,405
households (roughly 10,900 hou-
seholds per week, and 43,600 per
month). Each household is fol-
lowed three times per year. We use
unit-level data from six waves of
CPHS: Wave 14 (May-August 2018),
Wave 15 (September-December
2018), Wave 16 (January-April
2019), Wave 17 (May-August 2019),
Wave 18 (September-December
2019), and Wave 19 (January-April
2020).

We find that the proportion of
employed upper castes dropped
from 39% to 32% between Decem-
ber 2019 and April 2020, a fall of
seven percentage points. The cor-
responding fall for Scheduled
Castes (SCs) was from 44% to 24%,
i.e. a fall of 20 percentage points,
almost three times as large. For in-
termediate castes, Other Back-
ward Classes and Scheduled
Tribes (STs) the fall was from 42%
to 34%, 40% to 26% and 48% to
33%. Thus, the fall in employment

for SCs and STs was far greater in
magnitude than that for upper
castes.

Education as factor

The global evidence suggests that
job losses associated with CO-
VID-19 are much more concentra
ed among individuals with low le-
vels of education and those with
vulnerable jobs with no tenure or
security. We find that individuals
‘with more secure jobs, i.e. not dai-
ly wagers, and those with more
than 12 years of education, were
‘much less likely to be unemployed
in April 2020 than those with less
than 12 years of education and
with daily wage jobs, relative to
their pre-pandemic employment
status. Thus, education did turn
out to be a protective factor in the
first wave of immediate post-lock-
down job losses.

Our earlier work reveals that
caste gaps at higher levels of edu-
cation have either remained static
or widened over the last three de-
cades.

The current pandemic is furth-
er likely to exacerbate these edu-
cational differences. Data from
another nationally representative
survey, the India Human Develop-
ment Survey for 2011-12 (IHDS-II)
show that 51% of SC households
have adult women who have zero
years of education, i.e. are illiter-
ate, and 27% have an illiterate
adult male member. These pro-
portions are in stark contrast to
Upper Caste (UC) households,
where the corresponding propor-
tions are 11% and 24%, respective-
ly. Thus, in the face of current

school closures, parents of SC chil-
dren would be much less
equipped to assist their children
with any form of home learning,
compared to parents of UC chil-
dren. This would be the case both
because of educational differences
among parents as well as due to
other significant differences in ma-
terial conditions living.

Issue of technology
There are many dimensions that
reveal continued disparity bet-
ween caste groups, which would
affect the ability of Dalit and Adiva-
si families to access online educa-
tion. For example, the proportion
of households with access to the
Internet is 20% and 10% for UC
and SC households, respectively.
Only 49% of SCs have bank sav-
ings, as compared to 62% of UC
households. Thus, differential ac-
cess to information technology, as
well as disparities in the ability to
invest in technology will be critical
in shaping access to online educa-
tion, if the pandemic forces
schools to close for a substantial
period of time.

Early impacts of the pandemic-
induced lockdown indicate that
the resultant economic distress is
exacerbating pre-existing struc-
tures of disadvantage based on so-
cial identity, and investments in
education and health that close
gaps between social groups would
be essential to build resilience in
the face of future shocks.

Ashwini Deshpande teaches at Ashoka
University. Rajesh Ramachandran s at
the University of Heidelberg

Moving resolutely toward the post-pandemic future

Even as many countries are stumbling, India has seized control of its destiny, is recovering, and making bold plans

o

JAYANT SINHA

moment comes, but rarely
Am history, when a nation

seizes control of its destiny;
when a new Atmanirbhar era be-
gins and when the people of a na-
tion move forward with confi-
dence. It is fitting that this
‘moment has come during the glo-
bal novel coronavirus pandemic.
Even as the world is reeling from
the impact of the pandemic, India
is recovering with fresh energy
and making bold plans for the
future.

The pandemic began spreading
around the world just a few
months ago. Yet, it has plunged
the global economy into its deep-
est economic contraction since
the Great Depression of the 1930s.
Trillions of dollars of economic
output have been wiped out, most
countries will take years to return
to pre-coronavirus levels, and bil-
lions of people are confronting a
shrunken future.

Calibrated measures
India has avoided this fate. The go-
vernment of Prime Minister Na-
rendra Modi has undertaken a se-
ries of decisive, calibrated actions
which include: implementing a ra-
pid lockdown to save lives; provid-
ing abundant relief to protect live-
lihoods; and, ~simultaneously
positioning the economy  for
strong revival through the ‘Atma-
nirbhar Bharat’ policy package.
On March 24, 2020, Mr. Modi
announced a historic nation-wide
lockdown that was eventually lift-
ed on June 1. The national lock-
i d; d the

protect the i of oversight i

It would be a travesty of democratic principles if the
independence of institutions such as the Election Com-
‘mission is now curbed in the name of undoing the 19th
Amendment. After all, it is now recognised that the lar-
gely peaceful and orderly polling was only because of
the EC’s autonomy. If not for nothing else, but as an ack-
nowledgement of the free election that enabled it to get
a massive mandate, the ruling party should seek to
prove its detractors wrong by preserving the democrat-
ic gains of the amendment. Further, the plan to rewrite
the Constitution under the rubric of a ‘one country, one
law’ principle should not be at odds with the urgent
need for a new inclusive Constitution that would put
the country on the path of equality and reconciliation.
The President’s address was also notable for the ab-
sence of any reference to ethnic minorities. For long,
Sri Lankan leaders have maintained that they can give
little by way of constitutional concessions to the minor-
ities without the consent of the majority Sinhalese. Gi-
ven the dependence of the Rajapaksas on the majority,
it is possible to look at the President’s remarks on the
proposed Constitution in the portentous sense of mov-
ing away from the concept of devolution. While the
abolition of the executive presidency appears no more
realistic, it will be retrograde if the idea of sharing more
power with the provinces is abandoned altogether.

X »

down

disease’s exponential growth rate
and gave the country time to pre-
pare. Without a lockdown, the cas-
es of coronavirus would today be
several times higher than now.
More importantly, coronavirus fa-
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Character of justice

In aremarkable
observation made last
December in Jodhpur, the
esteemed Chief Justice of
India said, ... justice must
never ever take the form of
revenge. I believe justice
loses its character of justice
ifit becomes revenge.”
These redemptive words
need to be reflected on in
today’s litigious
atmosphere.

‘GOPALKRISHNA GANDH,

Chennai

Indore is the cleanest
Indore being ‘crowned”
India’s cleanest city for the

fourth year running holds
out a lesson for

admini;
big cities (Inside pages,
August 21). Indore’s success
lies in political and
administrative will, the
cooperation of municipal New Delni
authorities, NGOs, private
companies and citizens.
What started as a ‘bin-less
city model’ was soon
facilitated by door-to-door
garbage collection through
‘GPS enabled garbage vans’
tracked from a command
centre. Segregation of
waste at source was the
next move followed by the
processing of recyclable

talities would have been even
higher since the case fatality rate
has declined dramatically in the
past few months.

Lockdown was essential

A terrible human tragedy was
swiftly and decisively averted.
During the lockdown, the nation
got ready to face the pandemic. Ev-
ery citizen learned the value of
masks and mask wearing, social
distancing, and hand washing.
Hospital beds, intensive care un-
its, ventilators, oxygen cylinders,
personal protective equipment
Kits, and N95 masks were pro-
cured in vast quantities and sup-
plied to every district. COVID-19
care and quarantine centres were
established in every block. Testing
capacity increased from thou-
sands per day to almost a million
per day. Testing labs are now avail-
able in 80-90% of all districts. Ex-
traordinary medical advances
have also happened in the past few
months: several drugs have pro-
ven to be efficacious, treatment
protocols are now widely availa-
ble, and many vaccine candidates
are now in the final stages of test-
ing. The national lockdown has
thus saved lakhs of lives.

Along with Tives, livelihoods
have also been saved through bold
action. Soon after the lockdown
was announced, the Prime Minis-
ter announced the Pradhan Mantri
Garib Kalyan Yojana — a massive
relief package for the needy.
Through this programme, around
80 crore fellow citizens are being
provided rations through the Pu-
blic Distribution System. This has
saved them money and put cash in
their pockets. Over 20 crore Jan
Dhan women account holders
have received 330,654 crore di-
rectly into their bank accounts.
Around 2.3 crore conslrucuon
workers have got
while 2.8 crore beneﬁclanes in rlle
National Social Assistance Pro-
gramme have received 2,815
crore.

The rural economy, which sup-
ports 60-70% of India’s population
and accounts for 46% of GDP, is

ators in the other
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and non-recyclable waste.
ther steps were road
cleaning every night,
dustbins on wheels to stop
littering, and a system of
punishment and rewards.
VISHAL DABAS,

Workers, differences
Watching three daughters
writhe in agony,
experiencing intense pain
for two to three days every
month makes me aware of
how much women suffer
during their menstrual
period, not only physically
but also emotionally. While
Tam happy that a visible

surging. The excellent rabi harvest
has resulted in over 375,000 crore
in farmer payments by the govern-
ment. Almost 10 crore farmers
have received 340,000 crore as in-
come support through the PM Ki-
san Samman Nidhi. Over 4 crore
households are benefiting from
the expanded Mahatma Gandhi
Employment ~ Guarantee ~ Act
scheme. Thus the rural economy
has received over 32 lakh crore of
cash directly into beneficiary ac-
counts just from the Central go-

vernment. State governments
have run their own relief pro-

grammes as well. These massive
cash payments have driven rural
confidence, with consumer goods,
motorcycle, and tractor purchases
at or above pre-pandemic levels
now.

RBI and policy actions
Micro, Small and Medium Enter-
prises (MSMEs) and large corpo-
rates have also been provided sub-
stantial relief through coordinated
action between the Reserve Bank
of India (RBI) and the government.
Compliance filings and tax pay-
ments were extended by several
months. Borrowers received a
loan moratorium of six months.
Moreover, the RBI has cut rates by
115bps and pumped in more than
39 lakh crore in liquidity into the
financial system; 3 lakh crore
have been made available as gua-
ranteed collateral-free loans for
MSME borrowers. with close to
half of that being sanctioned alrea-
dy. The National Bank for Agricul-
ture and Rural Development,
Small Industries Development
Bank of India, National Housing
Bank, and Non-banking financial
companies have all been provided
refinancing facilities. The RBI has
undertaken vast long-term repo

beginning has been made
by one corporate firm to
help women, I do not see
any reason why Ms. Barkha
Dutt should have any
objection to this. I do not
understand why she is
trying to compound an
otherwise simple and
straightforward issue by
using rhetoric laced with
phrases such as ‘biological
determinism’ and
“biological essentialism’
which many women do not
even care to understand.
For them, all that matters is
some quiet and quietude on
the day(s) of ‘torment”
(OpEd page, August 21,

operations to bring down the yield
curve. As a result of all these poli-
cy actions, credit markets have
stabilised, credit is available, and
spreads have come down to nor-
mal levels.

With the loan moratorium com-
ing to an end on August 31, the RBI
has now announced a one-time
restructuring scheme to provide
relief to stressed sectors. Borrow-
ers will be able to restructure their
loans to match their cash flows,
thereby protecting their business-
esand jobs. The net result of these
relief actions has been to prevent
widespread business failures and
job losses, which would have re-
sulted in permanent damage to
the Indian economy.

Key reforms
After these relief measures were
rolled out, the government intro-
duced the Atmanirbhar Bharat re-
vival package. Following the adage
that a crisis is a terrible thing to
waste, the Prime Minister has
launched bold policy reforms in
agriculture, defence production,
electronics manufacturing, coal
mining, and the public sector.
These reforms position India for
the future and generate confi-
dence among business people and
investors.

The agriculture sector has seen
the most transformational chang-
es. Unfortunately, the architects of
industrial policy transformation in
1991 have chosen to not commend
the agricultural policy transforma-
tion of 2020. Through a series of
ordinances, price controls have
largely been removed in agricul-
ture, farmers can now sell their
crops to anyone anywhere, and
contract farming has been al-
lowed. Kisan credit cards are being
provided to all fishermen, dairy
farmers, and other agriculturists.

frastructure such as storage de-
pots, i

digenised with 101 items meant on-
ly for domestic production. This
will likely generate over ¥4 lakh
crore of revenues for domestic de-
fence producers in the next few
years. Defence foreign direct in-
vestment of 74% is now allowed
through the automatic route. Simi-
larly, the government has com-
pletely opened up coal mining to
the private sector to ensure that
imported coal worth over 1 lakh
crore is replaced with domestic
coal. Finally, in yet another histor-
ic decision, the government has
declared that there will be full dis-
investment in all public sector en-
terprises in non-strategic sectors.

Production-linked ~ incentives
for electronics manufacturing are
likely to result in lakhs of crores of
smartphone production in India
for domestic use and exports. Cur-
rent projections are that India will
soon be among the top smart-
phone manufacturers globally. In
sum, these game-changing re-
forms have prompted domestic
and foreign investors to start pour-
ing in billions of dollars of invest-
ments into our economy.

There is confidence

During these uncertain times, In-
dia remains a safe haven. The ru-
pee has strengthened against the
dollar, the world’s reserve curren-
cy. Opinion surveys consistently
show that Prime Minister Modi is
the most popular elected leader in
the world; in fact, tracking polls
show that his popularity has ac-
tually gone up during the pandem-
ic demonstrating that the Indian
people approve of his handling of
the coronavirus crisis. Confidence
in the government has also in-
creased. Many countries are stum-
bling through the pandemic.
Meanwhile, India has seized con-
trol of its destiny and is marching
resolutely toward the post-pan-
demic future.

the

and other post-harvest facilities.
Animal husbandry has been sanc-
lloned anolher 315,000 crore.

Def ion is being in-

Standing Committee on Finance in
Parliament and a Lok Sabha MP from
Hazaribagh, Jharkhand. The views

entitled to menstrual
leave?”).

KRUPAKAR POTHULA,
Hyderabad

Court and apology

and activist Prashant
two tweets which he

denigrate the judicial
system and dent its

“Parley’ “Should women be

Bhushan apologise for his

‘maintains were not done to

supremacy in any aspect.
Al discerning people will
agree that Mr. Bhushan has
not crossed the Lakshman

»

Toremorteters
ontine,scanthe QR

®i
Rekha, the hackneyed
phrase. He has done right,
at the correct juncture.

MANINATARAAJAN,
Chennai

1 fail to understand why the
Supreme Court is firm like a
rock in insisting that lawyer

The Dhoni era

All (eminent) sportsmen
have to retire at some point
of time, but Dhoni as a
batsman, wicket keeper
and captain was in a special
league. It is sad that he quit
Test cricket a little too
prematurely but it speaks
for his selfless attitude.
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A people living off borrowed money

As Sri Lanka struggles with outstanding foreign debt, rural households across the country have been living off borrowings after exhausting their savings.
Meera Srinivasan reports on how those already struggling with severe economic hardships are now grappling with a pandemic-induced crisis

fter doing seven jobs in the last
Alhree years in and around Colom-

bo, Simran Enric is now back
home in Sri Lanka’s hill country. He es-
caped the pandemic that struck the cap-
ital, but his last job at a grocery store
didn’t.

“I am ready to take up any job. It
doesn’t matter which city, what work or
how much they pay,” says the 19-year-
old. He began working after dropping
out of school before his Ordinary Level
examination. His parents’ stagnant wag-
es, from tea production on an estate in
Maskeliya in the central Nuwara Eliya
district, was not enough for three
square meals for their family of five, in-
cluding Enric’s two schoolgoing sisters.
His Colombo income, they hoped,
would support household finances. It
barely did, but the family couldn’t af-
ford to lose any additional source of in-
come, however meagre, as they tried to
cope. Over a period of time, Enric’s
small savings proved valuable. And then
the deadly virus arrived.

In Sri Lanka, though, the novel coro-
navirus didn’t seem all that deadly, go-
ing by the official data. While COVID-19
case numbers in the region and in po-
werful western countries increased ra-
pidly, Sri Lanka stood out, drawing high
praise, including from the World Health
Organization, for containing the virus.
To date, Sri Lanka has reported 11
deaths and fewer than 3,000 cases, of
which only 127 are active.

After a stringent lockdown for two
‘months and the efforts of the country’s
efficient public health sector, aided by
the military, Sri Lanka felt relatively fit
to hold the twice-postponed parliamen-
tary elections on August 5. Over 16 mil-
lion of the country’s 21 million-strong
population could vote in the elections,
held with elaborate health guidelines
mandated by the Election Commission.
The turnout was 71%.

As was widely predicted, the ruling
Rajapaksa brothers’ young party won
comfortably, securing a rare two-thirds
‘majority in Sri Lanka’s proportional re-
presentation system. With carefully cul-
tivated political capital from projecting
their war-victor image for a decade now,
and aided by the former government’s
abysmal failures, the Rajapaksas have
consolidated their grip on the country
like few have. President Gotabaya Raja-
paksa and his older brother Prime Mi-
nister Mahinda Rajapaksa sit in the
country’s two most powerful offices.
They have no imminent threat to their
political might. But their government
faces an unprecedented economic chal-
lenge.

Fragile economy
Reeling under the shock of last year’s
ghastly Easter terror bombings, Sri Lan-
ka’s economy contracted by 1.6% in the
first quarter of 2020, even before the
pandemic’s local and global spread was
clear. The World Bank has projected a
rather grim picture, warning it could
contract up to 3%.

Of the country’s mounting external
debt - equivalent to 42.6 % of the GDP in
2019, according to the Central Bank of
Sri Lanka - nearly $3 billion is due for
repayment this year. This includes a
non-negotiable $1 billion sovereign
bond maturing in October, besides bilat-
eral and multilateral loans.

Aware of the daunting task ahead, the
Rajapaksa administration wasted no
time in requesting lenders for a debt
freeze. On his visit to New Delhi in Fe-
bruary, his first trip abroad after assum-
ing premiership of the then-caretaker
government, Prime Minister Mahinda
Rajapaksa sought a debt moratorium
that s still being negotiated.

With the pandemic that hit Sri Lanka
in March amplifying the economic crisis
‘manyfold, the country’s looming debt
crunch gave the government the jitters.
The government went for new loans to
service past borrowings, including over
$5 billion from China and $960 million
from India. In March, Sri Lanka signed

n agreement with China for another
$500 million loan after an “urgent re-
quest” from Colombo, to deal with the
pandemic’s harsh economic blow.

Along the margins

While the government struggles to cope
with the fiscal crisis, the people, espe-
cially those on the margins, suffer.

Enric stayed in Colombo for almost
eight weeks during “curfew time” with a
partial salary, lodging and food, until he
lost his job. “There was no chance of
finding a new job,” he says. He returned
home and the family was back to relying
entirely on his parents’ wages.

“No work today; there aren’t enough
tea leaves on the bushes after last
week’s heavy rains,” says his mother S.
Bagyalakshmi, who recently pawned
the only piece of jewellery she had kept
for her daughters. “Work has been ir-
regular these days.”

Increasingly, many employers across
estates are asking workers to stay at
home once every few days, so they
don't have to pay the monthly incentive
tied to a minimum number of days’

™
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“Sri Lankans know well that for a promise to translate to policy and more crucially, action, the government's political might alone will not do.” Supporters await the arrival of Gotabaya Rajapaksa at the inauguration of
Sri Lanka Podujana Peramuna’s election campaign, in Anuradhapura, Sri Lanka, on July 3. (Below) Line rooms in Maskeliya. Tens of thousands of Malayah Tamil youth, employed in hotels and shops, in Colombo and
other cities, have now returned jobless to the hill country. =cerry iaces

SRI LANKA

Nuwara Eliya

‘mandatory work, according to labour-
ers. Citing the pandemic, Sri Lanka’s
‘major plantation companies have vir-
tually stalled talks with the government
on a basic wage hike from the current
LKR 700 to LKR 1,000 that workers
have been demanding for over three
years. Not that the companies were any
more willing to pay the rate in 2019,
when tea exporters reported a record
high revenue of over $1.3 billion.

The estate workers were persistent
enough to push their demand to poll
‘manifestos, but not powerful enough to
realise it. In January this year, two
months into office, President Gotabaya
Rajapaksa assured them of a wage hike
by March 1, following up on his cam-
paign slogan. Six months later, workers
have resigned to yet another broken
promise.

For those like Bagyalakshmi, pawn-
ing her hard-earned piece of jewellery
was the only option to survive. As far as
her family’s poverty goes, it was not in-
troduced by the pandemic, but was
gravely aggravated by it.

The nearly 1.5 lakh estate labourers
among Sri Lanka’s million-strong Ma-
layaha (hill country) Tamils, whom Brit-
ish planters brought down from south
India to clear forested mountainous
land, plant and pluck coffee and later
tea, have been historically neglected.
Earners of precious foreign exchange,
they remain on the country’s geograph-
ic, social and economic margins, their
labour invisible and voice rarely heard.

Bagyalakshmi’s home, a colonial-era
“line room’ with a living area barely 8X8
feet, is located on the edge of a winding,
unmotorable road inside an estate. It is
a silent witness to the violent colonial
past her ancestors endured, as well as
the exploitation that carried over into
the years after Independence, making
the lives of successive generations vul-
nerable and their livelihoods, preca-
Tious.

But it is not just estate workers facing
the brunt. Like Enric, tens of thousands

»

of Malayaha Tamil youth, employed in
hotels and shops, often as cleaners or
assistants, in Colombo and other cities,
have now returned jobless to the hill
country. “There is a sudden increase in
three-wheeler drivers in Maskeliya. That
is because many of us had to come back
from Colombo after the COVID-19 out-
break as there was no other option of
‘making a living there,” says Murugaiyya
Vigneswaran, 28, who lost his mason
job in Colombo. “I took a loan and
bought this three-wheeler, but it is not
easy to find hires.” He relies on his
neighbours in the estate engaging his
autorickshaw for an urgent visit to Mas-
Keliya town, paying LKR 1,500 (or two
day’s gross wages) for the round trip, as
estate roads are not serviced by public
transport.

Elders in the community note that it
is over the last two decades that Malaya-
ha Tamil youth from the estates ven-
tured out looking for jobs, escaping the
estates where their parents toil all day
braving blood-sucking leeches and
stinging wasps. But they couldn't es-
cape hardship.

Precarious jobs abroad

While some migrated to the capital and

big towns in the prosperous Western

province, others found jobs as domestic

and construction workers in West Asian

countries. Sri Lanka’s hill country,
ST s AL oy

along with high

Some 40,000 workers, who are out
of work in West Asia, are trying to re-
turn home. Wary of importing more
carriers of the virus, after dozens who
returned in special flights tested posi-
tive on arrival, the Sri Lankan govern-
ment is staggering their repatriation in
phases. Others wait, with savings for
food dwindling, insecure accommoda-
tion, the constant fear of infection, and
no clarity on their date of return or
prospects in Sri Lanka thereafter.

“Two of my nieces and a nephew are
working abroad. We still don’t know
when they can return, we are really
worried,” says Bagyalakshmi. This is the
prevalent anxiety among migrant work-
ers’ families.

For over 10 years now, Somasunda-
ram Mallika has been raising her older
sister’s three children, in addition to
two of her own, in Badulla district, in
the neighbouring Uva Province. “My sis-
ter is the only breadwinner in her family
after her husband passed away. She had
no choice but to leave the country for
work. Thankfully she still has her job,
but with this virus we don’t know when
we will see her next,” says Mallika.

Her sister Somasundaram Yogam did
‘many jobs abroad before her current
one as a housemaid in Saudi Arabia.
Speaking to The Hindu over telephone,
she says: “I don’t go out anywhere be-
cause of the COVID risk. I hear many

as Kurunegala in the North Western Pro-
vince and Batticaloa in the Eastern Pro-
vince, supplies a steady flow of cheap la-
bour abroad. Of the over 2 lakh workers
who migrated from Sri Lanka in 2018,
‘more than half were unskilled workers
and housemaids, official data show. But
the raging virus made their lives and
jobs overseas even more perilous than
athome.

As many as 47 Sri Lankan migrant
workers have succumbed to COVID-19
in West Asian countries, according to
Mangala Randeniya, spokesman of the
Sri Lanka Bureau of Foreign Employ-
ment. This is more than four times the
number of deaths reported in Sri Lanka.
The migrant workers’ funerals were
held where they were last employed, as
their families in Sri Lanka grieved from
thousands of miles away.

like me have lost their jobs,
Tam very lucky to still have mine.”

Despite a secure job and a reasonable
salary, many workers find it very hard to
be away from their families. Unlike Yo-
gam, many don't have reliable relatives
to care for their children. “I miss them
very much, but what do you do when
you have to work?” she says.

Yogam would seem better off com-
pared to hundreds of Sri Lankan gar-
ment workers in Jordan who were
sacked after the pandemic. Around 200
of them returned last week, but another
500 are stuck there, according to Abira-
‘my Sivalogananthan, Sri Lanka coordi-
nator for the Asia Floor Wage Alliance,
engaged in international campaigns for
collective bargaining in the global gar-
‘ment industry. “The factories first re-
duced the meals they are mandated to
provide from three to two, and then

stealthily obtained signatures from the
‘workers in documents saying they were
resigning, to be exempted from paying
social security,” she says.

Moreover, skilled expat workers have
been returning to Sri Lanka with less
difficulty, even from high-risk countries
such as the U.S. and the UK. “It’s not
just the employers abroad who manipu-
Tate and exploit migrant workers, our
own government discriminates against
low-skilled workers by making their re-
turn very hard,” Sivalogananthan ob-
serves.

Desperate measures
Labourers like Bagyalakshmi or Yogam,
or those back from Jordan might make
an occasional news headline in Sri Lan-
ka, but they almost never figure in poli-
cy talk on the national economy. Those
discussions begin and end with the out-
come of their labour - be it tea and rub-
ber or garments that together make up
about 65% of exports; or migrant remit-
tances that are the main source of Sri
Lanka's foreign exchange. In 2019, in-
ward remittances added up to $6.7 bil-

lion.

‘With all key foreign exchange earners
- tourism, exports and remittances - of
the country badly hit, Sri Lanka s facing
its biggest foreign exchange crisis in his’
tory, by the government’s own admis-

sion.

The Central Bank and the govern-
ment have taken several urgent mea-
sures. In March, authorities restricted
import of non-essential goods and soon
relaxed foreign exchange regulations,
inviting deposits in foreign currency.
The government curtailed outward re-
mittances.

Meanwhile, the Central Bank recent-
Iy obtained a $400 million currency
swap from the Reserve Bank of India to
boost its reserves, while President Gota-
baya Rajapaksa has requested Prime Mi-
nister Narendra Modi for an additional
$1.1billion currency swap. Sri Lanka has
also sought emergency financial sup-
port from the International Monetary
Fund, under its Rapid Credit Facility.
‘The request is under assessment.

Faced with a tumbling currency -
about LKR 187 (roughly 374) to an Amer-
ican dollar - fast-depleting foreign ex-
change reserves and a daunting repay-
ment schedule this year, Sri Lanka has
no time to lose while fixing its battered
economy.

But the task is far from easy. The go-
vernment can’t open up the country for
tourists without increasing the risk of a
spike in new cases. It can’t strengthen
exports until other countries, or at least
Sri Lanka’s key markets, are ready to
buy what it has to sell.

Evidently, the newly installed Raja-
paksa government is under enormous

ressure - not only to keep Sri Lanka’s
unblemished debt servicing record, but
also to enhance local production and
create local demand in order to keep
the economy ticking until international
markets brighten.

Sri Lanka’s rural economy, sustained
largely by agriculture and fisheries, has
been crying for attention for years - evi-

denced in the recurring farmer and fish-
er protests around cost of inputs, profi-
teering by intermediaries, and unstable
incomes.

Also, it is not just the country that is
growing more and more indebted. Ma-
ny of its poor citizens too are mired in
stifling debt. While the national spot-
light is on the outstanding foreign debt,
rural women across the country, includ-
ing in the civil war-affected north and
east, have been living off borrowed mo-
ney, often microfinance loans that
agents push at their doorsteps.

Trapped in servicing the exorbitant
interest rates - even more than 200% in
some cases - of multiple loans, some
have tragically taken their own lives,
just as Jaffna-based Surendrarasan Ma-
riarata did earlier this month. The fast-
growing concern about predatory mi-
crofinance loans, especially among wo-
men, evoked a poll promise from
Gotabaya Rajapaksa ahead of last year’s
presidential elections for relief from mi-
crofinance loans. The indebted women
await action before more lives are lost.

Where are the jobs?
Most policymakers in Sri Lanka agree
that in order to tackle prevalent house-
hold indebtedness or generate greater
local demand, the government must ne-
cessarily create jobs. President Gota-
baya Rajapaksa has recently resumed a
programme to provide jobs to 50,000
unemployed graduates and 1 lakh low-
income earners. But there are several
thousand more, unable to complete
school and desperately looking for jobs,
others like the hill country youth who
are now out of work, or the migrant
workers who are back in the country
with uncertain futures. They will need
different kinds of jobs.

“In the hill country, for instance, they
could set up industries that do value ad-
dition. Why must those factories be
based in Colombo when all the tea is
produced here,” asks Fr. Isaac Daniel
Dixon, pastor at a Maskeliya church at-
tended mostly by estate workers. His
congregation includes many youth who
lost their jobs in Colombo and returned
recently. “Some end up as labourers in
the same estates as their parents, doing
the job their parents hoped they never
‘would.”

Immediately after the new govern-
ment was installed this month, and mi-
nisterial portfolios allocated, President
Gotabaya Rajapaksa emphasised the
need to promote local industry. The
thrust, aligned to the ruling party’s na-
tionalist, populist election plank, is not
new to Sri Lanka. Neither are leaders’
customary poll-time promises to alle-
viate poverty. Campaigning in the
southern Hambantota district on the
eve of the August 5 elections, the Presi-
dent pledged to build a “people-centric
national economy, fully owned by the
people.”

sri Lankans know well that for a pro-
mise to translate to policy and more
crucially, action, the government’s pol-
itical might alone will not do. Therein
lies the Rajapaksa brothers’ next big
test.

»
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Cities in spotlight

he choice of Indore in Madhya Pradesh as
I India’s cleanest city with a population higher
than 1 million for the fourth time in succes-
sion confirms that this central Indian urban
agglomeration has been both serious and consis-
tent about its standards, and has not allowed the
change in dispensation in the state capital to inter-
fere with its commitment to sanitation. That Surat,
blighted by the plague not so long ago, is second
on the list, too, occasions no surprise because
after suffering that mortification in the early 1990s,
its overseers worked hard to address core sanita-
tion issues.

Not surprisingly, municipalities in India’s
largest metropolises have fared poorly in the
Swacch Survekshan rankings announced this week
with Hyderabad at 23 out of 47 surveyed cities with
apopulation over 1 million, Greater Mumbai at 35,
Bengaluru at 37 and Chennai at 45. West Bengal did
not participate in the survey and residents of the
state can only speculate if things have improved
since 2018 when 19 of the 25 dirtiest cities were
reported to be in the state. Empirical evidence
might not be available, but anecdotal evidence sug-
gests that Kolkata and Howrah are closer to the bot-
tom than to the top.

Delhi’s citizens have a lot to be unhappy about.
While the New Delhi Municipal Council enjoys a
high rank among cities with a population of
between 100,000 and a million, all the other city

~ each with above a mil-
lion ~ have fared shoddily, with South Delhi ranked
at 31, North Delhi at 43 and East Delhi at 46. Even
Ghaziabad and Agra have fared better, and only
Patna has performed worse than East Delhi. This
is a scandalous situation and suggests that there is
wide disparity between the quality of civic services
offered in the elite enclave of New Delhi and in
other parts of the city. Certainly, those in charge of
these municipal bodies have a lot to answer for,
and it will not do to merely shift blame for this sorry
situation to others.

To varying degrees, everyone in the picture
from the Lieutenant-Governor to the Delhi Gov-
ernment and the Members of Parliament from the
state has a role to play, but primarily the responsi-
bility lies with the municipal corporations and their
performance has been uniformly abysmal. The
municipal corporations are prone to blame the
Delhi government for all their shortcomings. But
this argument cannot wash, quite simply because
the unique administrative structure of the capital is
areality that all parties must live with. For the BJP-
ruled municipalities to blame the Aam Aadmi Party
ruled government, and for this government in turn
to blame the Union Government and the Lt-Gener-
al does not solve the problem. For the fact is that
Delhi’s citizens do not really need a national survey
to tell them how poorly they are served by those
who administer the city’s municipalities.

The laced cup

ile it is uncertain if Russia’s main Opposi-
tion leader Alexei Navalny will still be alive
when this appears in print, what is certain
is that the widespread suspicion he was poisoned ~
the latest to suffer this fate ~ will not go away. Itis a
chilling prospect for those who oppose Russian
President Vladimir Putin to live with the realisation
that the tea they sip, or the food they ingest, may
lead to death or permanent injury. Certainly, there
is nothing to suggest that Mr Putin’s most strident
opponent, a well-built, 44-year-old, 1.88 m tall man
apparently in the prime of his life, suffered from a
condition that would render him comatose if he
sipped a cup of tea. Two facts are not in question.
First, Mr Navalny is by far the staunchest critic of
the Russian President; he has been arrested many
times by the regime and when he decided to con-
test against Mr Putin in the 2018 election, his can-
didature was disallowed by election authorities.
Second, that those the Russian regime disfavours
are often targeted with poison. Two years ago, Pyotr
Verzilov, an Opposition activist slipped into coma in
similarly mysterious circumstances and battled
death for over a month, until doctors in Germany,
where he was flown, managed to save him. Though
no trace of poison was found, Mr Verzilov remains
convinced he was poisoned. While German Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel offered similar help to Mr
Navalny, and an air ambulance was sent from
Nuremberg to fetch him, doctors have said he can-
not be moved because his condition is unstable.

Others who believe they were targeted with poi-
son by the Russian regime include Ukraine’s for-
mer Pres:dem Victor Yushchenko, who was left per-
manently after bein;
industrial dioxin, possibly in a dish of boiled cray-
fish. The pro-Western politician has always blamed
Moscow. Lacing a cup of tea or food with poison is
simple and the person administering it can quite
easily cover his or her tracks. Former KGB officers
are on record to confirm that use of poison by the
Soviets and their successors in the Russian state is
quite common.

Certainly, many in India will recall that the
widow of India’s second Prime Minister, Lal
Bahadur Shastri, had maintained her husband was
poisoned whilst in Tashkent in January 1966. Many
of Mr Putin’s critics have been poisoned on domes-
tic flights, the attractions of in-flight service often
serving as a trap.

Opposition activist Vladimir Kara-Murza
slipped into a weeklong coma after taking an
Aeroflot flight. Journalist Anna Politkovskaya was
poisoned on a flight in 2004. She survived to tell
the story of the cup of tea that nearly laid her low,
but not for long as she was shot dead in the elevator
of her apartment. Mr Putin, a former KGB foreign
intelligence officer, has much to answer for but it is
unlikely he will ever be questioned.

epaper . thestatesman.com

The external affairs situation is gearing itself into a remarkable opportunity for
New Delhi to regain what we lost in 1962 and before. It is as if many a planet is positioning
itself to assist India

he coming months are
the time to tell Beijing
that the occasion to set-

tle our mutual issues and
disputes is now. Those pending
since India’s independence and
China’s revolution cannot go on
forever. The lingering disputes
must be ended, or else sooner or
later the American alliance would
expand. India has been non-
aligned and its rulers would pre-
fer to continue that way. It should
be a sad day if one Asian country
drives another Asian nation into
the arms of the West. It is for Bei-
jing's computer to balance the
cultural, economic and strategic
damage of an Asian split or the
blossom of Asian unity. This is
the time to act.

The external affairs situation
is gearing itself into a remarkable
opportunity for New Delhi to
regain what we lost in 1962 and
before. It is as if many a planet is
positioning itself to assist India. It
began with Chinese ruler Xi Jin-
ping becoming highly ambitious,
apparently wanting to make his
Middle Kingdom the powerful
pivot of the earth. Like Napoleon
Bonaparte in 1804, Xi has crown-
ed himself Emperor for life, al-
though the world has changed a
great deal over the last two cen-
turies. Today any number of his
colleagues would resent such a
elevation, and implicitly compel
Xi to prove himself a great man
every week.

The USA has an unusually
bold President; he has an election
to win in less than three months
from now. President Donald
Trump has been waging a cold
war with Beijing for quite a while.
It has become colder of late and
is likely to freeze further. He
demonstrated in Texas earlier this
year how much he likes Prime
Minister Narendra Modi. Lately,
he and his Secretary of State Mike
Pompeo, have openly supported
India in the context of Chinese
border intrusions, although their
main concern is Taiwan, a demo-
cratic island country off the
southeast coast of China. It is an
independent country but Beijing
claims that China, Taiwan and
Hong Kong-Macao are one coun-
try with three systems.

The USA has a defence treaty
with Taiwan and cannot possibly
allow the island country to be
grabbed by China. Nevertheless,
itisa‘do or die’ prestige issue for
Beijing, especially in Asia. It will

therefore be interesting to see
how the issue will unfold.

According to President
Trump, the USA is likely to jetti-
son the North Atlantic Treaty
Organisation (NATO). Think of it,
it was an alliance to combat an
invasion by the Soviet Union of
Western Europe. By 1991 the
Soviet Union had broken up.
After that what is the rationale for
NATO? Who should it defend,
and against whom? In any case,
this should mainly be the respon-
sibility of Western Europe, not of
the USA. If this were to happen,
the US military budget would
have a lot of money and troops
to spare for Asia. Half the Ameri-
can troops stationed in Germany
are already being transferred
to Asia.

After World War II ended in
1945, Germany and Japan were
asked by the USA and allies to
become military
sadhus. They were

-

to mainland China for being
tried, these smaller places were
relaxed. This new Chinese law
has made Hong Kongers rightly
feel this is a violation of Beijing's
commitment of 1997, when the
British left, of “one country two
systems” whereby the mainland
would not interfere in Hong
Kong. Popular protest spilled
over to the streets where even
American flags were flown, pro-
voking great anger in Beijing.

These continual agitations have
further alerted the Taiwanese and
in a recent election, Tsai Ing Wen
became the island nation’s Presi-
dent. Tsai is very committed to
complete independence which
infuriates Beijing no end. The
USA is defending Taiwan's free-
dom to demonstrate its serious-
ness; very recently a Secretary of
the Trump government visited
Taipei as a show of support. India
under Prime Minis-
ter Modi has ap-

forbidden from let- pointed an envoy
ting their forces to Taiwan, follow-
leave the shores of ing the Ladakh
their countries for clashes.

any military opera- More distant
tions. In fact, for the countries whether
first five years after in Europe or South
WW I, these coun- America have got
tries were not to resentful of China;
have any military at PRAFULL they suspect that

all. They were (o be
protected by the
USA, with or with-
out NATO, Germany

tive, saved mone

and produced its economic mira-
cle. Japan was militarily a little
more restless and began develop-
ing its navy and air force and
strengthening its army, even
though slowly. In these seventy
years, it has quietly modernized
its navy and air force, has built a
helicopter-carrier and also makes
‘modern submarines. The present
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe has
worked hard to amend the Con-
stitution and Japan can now send
troops overseas. The more China
developed, the greater the Japan-
ese intent to be militarily stron-
ger; so also is the case with India
over the last six years. Every
action has a reaction.

Similarly, the people of Tai-
wan have been alerted more
especially after the trouble began
in Hong Kong. Until the Xi Jin-
ping regime passed a law that
anyone arrested for wrongdoing
in Hong Kong could be extradited

‘e writer s an author,
s and former
Member of Parliament
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the Corona virus
began in Wuhan
and yet China did
not alert them in
time. The interna-
tional wind is blow-
ing against the yellow giant.

The Islamic countries may
not speak up but are upset at
how Beijing is treating Muslims
in its country, especially those liv-
ing in Xinjiang, which was once
an independent East Turkestan.
After the Red revolution and Mao
Zedong coming to power in 1950,
some 28 leading politicians of
this country were invited to Bei-
jing (then Peking). The stated
purpose was to meet fraternal
leaders and discuss issues of
mutual interest.

Since the Uygurs had no
means of travel, a special plane
was sent to the capital Uriimgi.
After the conference and get
together, the same aircraft that
was taking the leaders back
crashed on the way. All Uygur
leaders were killed except two
communists who had not gone
with the rest claiming to be
unwell. They took over the gov-

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR editor@thestatesman.com

Dragon's threat

SIR, Harsha Kakar is brilliant in his
article “US poll outcome will not
impact India ties” (18 August).
China is now an emerging super-
power that wants to dislodge the
current superpower, the USA, from
the top spot.

The sole superpower, in order
to retain its global hegemony, is
desperate to halt the emerging
superpower's expansionist designs,
especially in the Indo-Pacific.

But it cannot do so alone.
Here lies the importance of India ~

ernment of East Turkestan and
soon merged it with the rest of
China.

Sino-Japanese relations have
an uneven history. For example,
Manchuria was a province of
Japan between 1932 and 1945. As
a result of World War I, it was
ceded to China. Over the many
decades, especially after its naval
victory over Russia in 1905,
Japan has considered the Pacific
Ocean more as its own than any-
one else’s.

Lately China has been
spreading its wings over the
South China Sea, which is object-
ed to by several powers including
Japan as well as the USA. Beijing
has built an island in its midst
provoking Australia, India, Japan
and the USA, who have deployed
their navies to do exercises in
the seas.

The Senkaku Islands are a
group of uninhabited islands.
Apart from a 1945 to 1972 period
of administration by the United
States as part of the Ryukyu
Islands, the archipelago has been
controlled by Japan since 1895.
The People’s of Republic of China
(PRC) started talking of the ques-
tion of sovereignty over the
islands in the latter half of 1970
when evidence relating to
the existence of oil reserves
surfaced.

Additionally, after claiming
large portions of the South China
Sea as well as Mt Everest, two
Chinese websites have been
claiming that central Asian coun-
tries like Kyrgystan and Kaza-
khstan have been parts of China
and with the latter even eager to
return to China. According to the
latest Chinese territorial claims
on others’ territories, under the
Khan dynasty, 510,000 square
kilometers of Kyrgystan, which
means the entire country was
part of Chinese lands, but the
Russian empire took over the ter-
ritory.

Itis well known that China is
overpopulated and land hungry.
In the bargain the People’s Liber-
ation Army had tried to cross the
Ussuri river and cross into Russ-
ian territory in 1969. The vast
area of Russian Asia has compar-
atively few people and is there-
fore a perpetual temptation for
the Chinese to occupy. Beijing
has few friends for fear of what it
is and what it could desire. North
Korea and Pakistan are the only
obviously perceptible allies.

Vol. CXXXXXIV 199

A MEMBER
OF THE
ASA NEWE NETWORK

\é ASIAN VOICES

How can we be
so indifferent
with so many
active Covid-19
cases?

angladesh's response to Covid-
B 19 has been one of denial, delay

and dereliction from the start, a
trend that unfortunately continues
even as the country passes one grim
milestone after another. According to
the latest estimates, Bangladesh is now
seventh on the list of countries with
the most active cases in the world, and
sixteenth in terms of total cases.
Among the Asian countries, in terms
of total cases, India with its huge pop-
ulation remains well ahead of us and
Pakistan is within arm's reach. In
terms of active cases, only India is
ahead of us. As far as statistics go, this
is an extremely disconcerting devel-
opment.

How should we react to this? The
scientific consensus is that we should
be extremely worried. Despite the
inexplicably low levels of testing in the
country, large numbers of people are
dying or getting infected every day. But
our officials continue to be in denial.

Comments by several ministers
signal a strategy to use recent low
numbers of cases to highlight the “suc-
cess” of the government, bizarre as it
‘may seem, although a joint survey by
IEDCR and icddr,b shows that the
actual numbers are far greater than
what we are being fed by the govern-
‘ment. Experts say part of this could be
because of “response fatigue”. The
WHO has already urged countri
undertake appropriate Covid-19
response activities to reduce the risk
of response fatigue through nuanced
and pragmatic steps. These warnings,
unfortunately, are falling on deaf ears
in Bangladesh.

Far from doing the needful, our

pol u:ym!!!rs are st !e!avmg like the

proverbial ostrich pretending that the
threats don't exist, as if doing so will
‘make them go away.

What they fail to understand is
that there are no political points to
score in this battle, and you can't sim-
ply will it away or hope for herd
immunity to develop while people
endure unimaginable sufferings.

There are no winners or losers in
this battle ~ there are only survivors,
and how well we survive depends on
how sincere and pragmatic we are in
our efforts to contain this virus. We
urge the government to shed its dan-
gerous optimism about the Covid-19
situation in the country and instead
focus on the tasks at hand. It must
reinvigorate its moribund health
departments and facilities to expand
testing and ensure treatment for both
Covid-19 and general patients. We are
still waiting for updates on its earlier
decision to impose zonal lockdowns
where the situation is especially dire.
We are also waiting o see proper
action to uproot corruption in the
health sector and establish account-
ability, which is vital to saving lives.
These tasks are urgent and doable for
awell-meaning administration.

GAYEN DR. AMALENDU — In
memory of, who passed away on
this day, 1983. Fondly remembered
by Dipali, Pinku, Rumu, Gullu,
Chiku.

another democracy and a formi-
dable military power that can chal-
lenge the Dragon’s supremacy in
Asia. Recent incidents at Galwan
in Ladakh confirm that.

Actually the oldest and the
largest democracies need each
other for their own interests to
thwart the totalitarian regime’s
nefarious expansionist designs and
should also try to bring other
democracies of the region under
their umbrella.

Who wins the next US election

~ Trump or Biden ~ does not mat-
ter. The common interest is to stop

the Dragon.
Yours, etc., Aranya Sanyal,
siliguri, 19 August.

SONS OF SOIL?

SIR, Owing to slowdown of the
economy, the position of unem-
ployment in India had already
been alarming before the lock-
down due to Covid-19.

The scene got much worse as
we moved into the lockdown peri-
od. In this piquant situation, the
Madhya Pradesh government has.
taken an important decision that
“all government jobs will be
reserved for MP youth only”.

Similar decision has also
recently been taken by the Hary-
ana government. Though in the
quasi-federal structure of our Con-
stitution, state governments may
have the right to take such deci-
sions, yet while abrogating Article
370 and 51 A of the Constitution
on 5 August 2019, the Union gov-
ernment had opened the flood-
gates for employment in the newly
carved UTs of J&K and Ladakh
from across the country.

The Constitution gives every-
one the right to stay anywhere in

e o

EYE-OPENER

SIR, Dr Pratyush Chatterjee’s ‘Death follows senseless agony’ (17
August) is an eye opener for the government's medical advisors. A
body if wrapped and sealed in a transparent plastic sheet endangers
10 one. It can safely be handed over to the kin for performing last
rites. A section of overenthusiastic, lgnoranl soclal media users

recently the funeral

it g i S (ST e AT e
enlightened the public. Let actual scientific knowledge prevail and

social mores be restored.

Yours, etc., Dr Basudeb Dutta, Santipur, 17 August.

this country and get employment
accordingly. The policy of sons of
soil violating the Constitution
needs to be taken seriously by the
Union/state governments.
Yours, etc., $ K Khosla,
Chandigarh, 19 August.

UNFAIR WBSEDCL

SIR, This is with reference to the
exorbitant electricity bill levied on
us by WBSEDCL for the month of
August. This is the result of the last
seven months'consumption being
clubbed together and has ha
pened to most residents of our vil-
lage, which comes under the juris-
diction of Amlagora WBSEDCL
hb

district. AsWBSEDCL has different
rates for higher units of consump-
tion, putting all seven months’
consumption into a single bill
results in higher overall charge,
which is unjustified. Neither the
staff of WBSEDCL-Amlagora nor
Vidyut Sahayogi WBSEDCL Mobile
App complaint Portal have addres-
sed the issues raised by us. Covid:
19 has ruined our life and liveli:
hoods. At this time, these bills hit
hard and below the belt.

We earnestly request the high-
er authority take immediate cor-
rective measures (o save us.

Yours, etc., Anirban Samanta,

Garhhela, Paschim

of Paschim

August.




