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WEEKEND

BEING

At the age of 105, the
French amateur

cyclist and world-record
holder Robert Marchand
is more aerobically fit
than most 50 year olds —
and appears to be getting
even fitter as he ages,
according to a revelatory
new study of his
physiology.

The study, which
appeared in December in
The Journal of Applied
Physiology, may help to
rewrite scientific
expectations of how our
bodies age and what is
possible for any of us
athletically, no matter
how old we are.

Many people first heard
of Mr. Marchand last
month, when he set a
world record in one-hour
cycling, an event in which
someone rides as many
miles as possible on an
indoor track in 60
minutes.

Mr. Marchand pedalled
more than 14 miles,
setting a global
benchmark for cyclists
age 105 and older. That
classification had to be

created specifically to
accommodate him. No
one his age previously had
attempted the record.

Mr. Marchand, who was
born in 1911, already
owned the one-hour
record for riders age 100
and older, which he had
set in 2012.

It was as he prepared
for that ride that he came
to the attention of
Veronique Billat, a
professor of exercise
science at the University
of Evry-Val d’Essonne in
France. At her lab, Dr.
Billat and her colleagues
study and train many
professional and
recreational athletes.

She was particularly
interested in Mr.
Marchand’s workout
programme and whether
altering it might augment
his endurance and
increase his speed.

Conventional wisdom
in exercise science
suggests that it is very
diicult to significantly
add to aerobic fitness
after middle age. In
general, VO2 max, a
measure of how well our
bodies can use oxygen
and the most widely
accepted scientific
indicator of fitness, begins
to decline after about age
50, even if we frequently
exercise. But Dr. Billat had
found that if older athletes
exercised intensely, they
could increase their VO2

max. She had never tested
this method on a
centenarian, however.

He said he had not
exercised regularly during

most of his working life.
But since his retirement,
he had begun cycling
most days of the week. 

Almost all of this
mileage was completed at
a relatively leisurely pace.

Dr. Billat upended that
routine. But first, she and
her colleagues brought
Mr. Marchand into the
university’s human
performance lab.

They tested his VO2

max, heart rate and other
aspects of
cardiorespiratory fitness.
All were healthy and well
above average for
someone of his age. He
also required no
medications.

He then went out and
set the one-hour world
record for people 100
years and older, covering
about 14 miles.

New regimen
Afterward, Dr. Billat

had him begin a new
training regimen. Under
this programme, about
80% of his weekly
workouts were performed
at an easy intensity, the
equivalent of a 12 or less
on a scale of 1 to 20, with
20 being almost
unbearably strenuous
according to Mr.
Marchand’s judgment. He
did not use a heart rate
monitor.

The other 20% of his
workouts were performed
at a diicult intensity of 15
or above on the same
scale. For these, he was
instructed to increase his
pedalling frequency to
between 70 and 90
revolutions per minute,
compared to about 60
r.p.m. during the easy
rides. (A cycling
computer supplied this
information.) The rides
rarely lasted more than an
hour.

Mr. Marchand followed
this programme for two
years. Then he attempted
to best his own one-hour
track world record.

First, however, Dr. Billat
and her colleagues
remeasured all of the
physiological markers
they had tested two years
before. Mr. Marchand’s
VO2 max was now about
13% higher than it had
been before, she found. 

These data strongly
suggest that “we can
improve VO2 max and
performance at every
age,” Dr. Billat says. —
New York Times News
Service

Aging well, the
Marchand way

Gretchen
Reynolds

PERSPECTIVE

Robert Marchand
— PHOTO: REUTERS

Protein volume
paradox resolved
Durable proteins
make life possible in
the crushing depths
of the ocean and
may have evolved in
life below the

surface of ice-bound oceanic exo-planets. These
proteins stay folded — allowing them to perform
their function — under immense pressures. But
other proteins unfold under pressure, rendering
them inoperable. What’s the difference between
them? For one thing, volume. Now, research
published this week in Nature Communications
makes it possible to predict how volume for a given
protein will change between the folded and
unfolded state. Computations accurately predict
how a protein will react to increased pressure, shed
light on the inner-workings of life in the ocean
depths, and may also offer insights into alien life.
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Spotlight on
cancer drug
A drug first
designed to prevent
cancer cells from
multiplying has a
second effect: it
switches immune
cells that turn down the body’s attack on tumours
back into the kind that amplify it. This is the finding
of a study led by researchers from the NYU Langone
Medical Center, U.S., and published recently in
Cancer Immunology Research.
According to experiments in mice, macrophages —
immune cells that home in on tumours — take in the
drug nab-paclitaxel (brand name Abraxane). Once
inside these cells, say the study authors, the drug
changes them so that they signal for an aggressive
anti-tumour immune response.
“Our study reveals a previously unappreciated role
for Abraxane in tumour immunology,” says
corresponding author Dafna Bar-Sagi, PhD, Vice
Dean for Science and Chief Scientific Officer at NYU
Langone.
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Aggression-brain
stem volume link
In the study,
published in
Research in Autism
Spectrum Disorders,
American
researchers have
reported an inverse correlation between aggression
and brain stem volume in children with autism: the
smaller the brain stem, the greater the likelihood of
aggression. The finding, though preliminary, is
significant in part because the brain stem is
fundamental to autonomic activities such as
breathing, heart rate, staying awake. The findings
suggest a very basic connection between
aggression and autism.
For the project, the team examined MRI images
from two groups of children with autism: one that
exhibited problematic levels of aggression and one
that didn’t. — Eurekalert
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The cost of
China’s dirty air
In the largest
epidemiological
study conducted in
the developing
world, researchers
found that as
exposure to fine particulate air pollution in 272
Chinese cities increases, so do deaths from
cardiovascular and respiratory diseases. The
researchers have reported their results in “Fine
Particulate Air Pollution and Daily Mortality: A
Nationwide Analysis in 272 Chinese Cities”,
published online ahead of its print version in the
American Thoracic Society’s American Journal of
Respiratory and Critical Care Medicine.
“Fine particulate [PM2.5] air pollution is one of the
key public health concerns in developing countries
including China, but the epidemiological evidence
about its health effects is scarce,” says senior study
author Maigeng Zhou, PhD, deputy director of the
National Center for Chronic and Non-communicable
Disease Control and Prevention, Chinese Center for
Disease Control and Prevention. Mortality was
significantly higher among people aged 75 and
older, and among people with lower levels of
education. The association between PM2.5 levels and
mortality was stronger in cities with higher average
annual temperatures.
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AROUND THE WORLD

DR HUMERUS
Keshav

What is the Thor experiment?

Inspired by the hammer-wielding character,
Thor, from Norse mythology and the Marvel
comics universe, the eponymous experiment
aims to investigate electrical activity from
thunderstorms. Between 10 and 100 kilometres
in the atmosphere, the interaction between
charged particles produces a variety of dazzling
electric phenomena from blue jets to red sprites.
The Thor experiment will look at them with a
thundercloud imaging system from the vantage
point of the International Space Station. The key
aims of the study include understanding how
these discharges influence water vapour levels,
cloud formation, and eventually changes in
climate.

DEMYSTIFYING SCIENCE

The rise of witch doctors, quacks
and unregistered allopathic doc-

tors as a result of an inadequate health
infrastructure is not incidental is a
point made by a Bilaspur-based non-
governmental organisation using car-
tograms or maps on which statistical
information is shown in diagrammatic
form. Using 50 stories that are resonate
with rural living, the ambitious project
aims to spread awareness about socio-
economic reasons for deaths, rather
than just medical ones.

One such cartogram in a newly
launched “Health Atlas”, is about
snake bites. Here, Aghani Bai’s son, Dal
Singh, who was bitten by a snake, is
given a concotion made of plant root

mixed with water to drink. Baiga tri-
bals consider the herb an antidote to
snake venom. The local ‘jholachhaap’
doctor administers a saline solution to
Singh. In less than 24 hours, he dies, his
body turning yellow and fingers swell-
ing as a reaction to the venom. Most
snake bites happen at night when
transportation facilites are hard to
come by. Understanding this, the book
suggests numbing the bitten part be-
fore going to a health facility as a
method of first intervention.

“An Atlas of Rural Health: Chron-
icles from Central India,” which is pro-
duced by the Chhattisgarh-based non
profit Jan Swasthya Sahyog (JSS), is
rich in narratives collected over many
years, from Bilaspur district where the
JSS operates. “This book is not only
about Chhattisgarh but also the whole
of India as we face [the] same prob-
lems everywhere. The book has tried
to capture the socio-economic reasons
for deaths, rather than just medical
ones,” says Dr. Yogesh Jain, Secretary
and founder of JSS. 

Deaths due to snake bite are among

the top 10 reasons for death, according
to the Million Death Study by the Re-
gistrar General of India. Snake bites
kill nearly 46,000 people annually in
India with 97% of them occurring in
rural areas. And this hardly makes
news . 

“Mostly, IEC [Information, Educa-
tion and Communication] materials
are very city-centric and have [a] top-
down approach. But this book is writ-
ten by people who work with poor and
marginalised people. It explains com-
plex diseases and science in a simple
fashion. It will be used by health work-
ers from rural setting,” says Manisha
Gupte, co-convener of the Pune-based
MASUM, a rural women’s
organisation.

In another section, the book gives
information on many common ail-
ments in a simple language to help
people understand their science and
take informed decisions. It captures
emerging issues such as antibiotic res-
istance in community.

The health maps

An interesting part are the health
maps, titled “Maps of Inequity” and
created with the help of the cartogram

software tool, ScapeToad. The method
is used to visualise intensity of a vari-
able on a physical map. Apart from a
strong visual impact of geographical
patterns of diseases, the maps high-
light State-wise inequities in India.

“The trend that emerges though the
maps shows that resource-poor States
have [a] higher burden of diseases than
the others,” says Dr. Ajay Verma of the
All India Institute of Medical Sciences,
Delhi, who worked on the cartograms
for JSS. 

For example, the malaria map shows
that eastern States, including Chhattis-
garh, sufer far more than other parts of
the country. For maternal mortality ra-
tio, the map shows that even though it
has been contained in many parts of In-
dia, the northeastern States continue
to sufer badly.

The book provides a fresh way of
looking at the health scenario in India.
With a combination of narratives, sci-
ence and data, and priced at ₨400, it is a
much-needed intervention, especially
in times when the buzzwords are
privatisation and public-private-part-
nerships rather than public health. 
Jyotsna Singh is a New Delhi-based freelance

journalist, reporting on health policies.

PUBLIC HEALTH MESSAGING 

Health stories from rural India 
Using a combination of narratives, science and data, An Atlas of Rural Health: Chronicles

from Central India provides a fresh way of looking at the health scenario in India 

Jyotsna Singh

A PRIMER: “The book explains complex diseases and science in a simple fashion.”
Picture shows a doctor examining a tribal boy Raju at a makeshift health centre,
at Chinnagellur village in Chhattisgarh. — PHOTO: REUTERS

Singapore gets battle ready 

TAKING A SWAT AT DENGUE: Singapore is experimenting using male Wolbachia-carrying mosquitoes to fight dengue.
Wolbachia, a common bacterium among insects, does not infect Aedes aegypti, a species of mosquito that is a
major carrier of dengue. It stops the virus from replicating inside mosquitoes that transmit the disease.
Researchers are infecting the mosquitoes with Wolbachia in a laboratory and then releasing them into the wild.
The goal is to reduce infections in humans by getting these mosquitoes to mate and pass the bacterium to future
generations. Despite having one of the highest standards of health care in Asia, dengue is said to be endemic in
hot and humid Singapore. Picture shows the malemosquitoes in an enclosure at the National Environmental
Agency mosquito production facility in the island city-state. — PHOTO: AFP

A
large number of pa-

tients who go to hos-
pitals come back with
something more seri-
ous. According to the

World Health Organisation, at any
given time over 1.4 million people
across the globe sufer from a noso-
comial or hospital-acquired infec-
tion (HAI). HAIs account for 2 mil-
lion cases and about 80,000 deaths
a year. 

The first step to combat this situ-
ation is to improve hygiene prac-
tices and implement standard oper-
ating procedures at each step,
according to the president of the In-
ternational Nosocomial Infection
Control Consortium (INICC), Vic-
tor D. Rosenthal, who has been
studying the problem for several
decades. 

“Most HAIs are caused due to [a]
lack of compliance with infection
control guidelines, such as hand hy-
giene, [and] use of outdated techno-
logy,” he says. The most common
types of HAIs are bloodstream in-
fection, pneumonia, urinary tract
infection and surgical site infec-
tions. 

Key findings 

A study published in 2015 by the
INICC led by Dr. Rosenthal, studied
the rate of device-associated infec-

tion rates in 40 hospitals from 20 In-
dian cities over a 10-year period
from 2004. The study, which collec-
ted data from 236,700 intensive care
unit (ICU) patients for 970,713 bed-
days, found that rates of HAIs and
antimicrobial resistance were
markedly higher in India than the
rates reported by the Centers for

Disease Control and Prevention,
the leading national public health
institute in the United States.

The study found an incidence
rate of 7.92 central line-associated
bloodstream infections per 1,000
central line-days, 10.6 catheter-as-
sociated urinary tract infections
per 1,000 urinary catheter-days and

a ventilator-associated pneumonia
rate of 10.4 per 1,000 mechanical
ventilator-days in adult ICUs. The
study reports that these high rates
could reflect “the typical ICU situ-
ation in hospitals in India”.

“In India, adherence to practice
bundles is irregular, hospital ac-
creditation is not mandatory, and
some of the technology applied is
diferent from that of high-income
countries. This situation is further
emphasised by the fact that admin-
istrative and financial support in
public hospitals is insuicient to
fund full infection control pro-
grammes, which invariably results
in extremely low nurse-to-patient
staing ratios — which have proved
to be highly connected to high HAI
rates in ICUs — and hospital over-
crowding,” reads the study. 

Issue of overcrowding

Acknowledging India’s serious
problem of overcrowding of hospit-
als which leads to many basic hy-
giene processes being given the go
by, Dr. Rosenthal says limited man-
power is an important risk factor.
“Having one nurse for three beds in
an ICU is an important risk factor.
With limited resources, there are
limitations on providing a good
enough manpower, proper
guidelines, proper training, proper
education, good behaviour, and
right technology,” he explains.

Today more than ever, patholo-
gists are constantly in “catching up”
mode trying to counter microor-
ganisms rapidly mutating and ad-
apting to existing known methods
of treatment. And the persons most
susceptible to infection are those
whose immune system is already
compromised, say after a surgery or
a prolonged visit to the hospital. Re-
ferring to the overuse of antibiotic
drugs, Dr. Rodenthal sounds a sharp
warning to the overuse of antibiot-
ics: “The misuse and excess use of
antibiotics increase resistance. The
approach should be to prevent in-
fections and in the process bring
down the HAI rate together with
bacterial resistance, rather than
waiting for infections and then
treating them with antibiotics.” 
cinthya.anand@thehindu.co.in

HOSPITAL-ACQUIRED INFECTIONS

When hospitals infect you 
A 2015 study finds that the rates of hospital-acquired infections and antimicrobial resistancewere markedly higher
in India than those reported by the CDC in the U.S.

THEY RUN RAMPANT: “The most common types of hospital-acquired
infections are bloodstream infection, pneumonia, urinary tract infection
and surgical site infections.” —PHOTO: GETTY IMAGES/ISTOCKPHOTO

CINTHYA ANAND
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T
he overwhelming opposition from
Nagaland’s apex tribal body, the
Naga Hoho, to the Bharatiya
Janata Party-led state govern-

ment's proposal to reserve 33 per cent of
urban local body seats for women in the
upcoming elections is revelatory in terms of
the depth of male chauvinism that afflicts
society in this north-eastern state.
Ironically, a state that claims special status
within the Indian Union is entirely in sync
with mainland India in terms of embed-
ded male chauvinism. The Naga Hoho has
said electoral reservations will violate the
traditional constitutional protections guar-
anteed to Naga culture. This is disingenu-

ous, not to say anachronistic, in 21st cen-
tury India. “Customary law and culture” in
any society that lays claims to modernity
should not, after all, be disempowering for
any one segment of the people. Plus, as sev-
eral commentators have pointed out, the
Naga Hoho's objections have less to do with
ephemeral concerns about “culture” than
about the hard fact of land ownership and
property rights, debarred to women under
tribal laws. 

Empowering women through the polit-
ical process, the tribal heads fear, will dilute
men’s domination in this critical area. This,
too, needs to change, not because it is out of
step with several judicial pronouncements

over the past few years that have strength-
ened women’s rights to inheritance — the
provisions are not perfect but they represent
significant progress since Independence.
In Nagaland, where women enjoy one of
the highest literacy rates in the country —
76 per cent against an all-India average of 65
per cent — such exclusionary traditions
should have even less place. Indeed, the
state government has attempted an adroit
argument around the issue of embedded
traditionalism by suggesting that towns and
cities are modern developments and, as
such, cannot be construed as “customary
culture”. Within the unique constitutional
constraints that bind Naga society this is
not an invalid point and would make a
world of difference for Naga women. But as
with the Triple Talaq controversy, the Naga
Hoho’s opposition to women’s empower-
ment underlines again the urgent long-term
need for a sensitively crafted uniform civil

code that overrides the more egregious ele-
ments of personal laws among India’s myr-
iad tribes and religions, including the
majoritarian ones. 

Though affirmative action is sound in
principle, it would be misleading to con-
flate the exceptional situation in Nagaland,
where women are explicitly excluded by
tribal law from the political process, with the
ill-advised, 21-year bid to reserve 33 per cent
of seats in Parliament for women, who are
free to contest elections. Participation and
representation are not necessarily the same
as empowerment, going by the decidedly
mixed experience in the panchayats. Today,
thanks to reservations at this level, women
account for around 40 per cent of elected
representatives in panchayats. But this has
to be set against the contrasting narratives:
one, less than 14 per cent of women seek re-
election and, two, the widespread intimi-
dation and violence against elected women

representatives by men and the widespread
shameful tradition of “sarpanch patis” in
which the woman serves as a proxy candi-
date for her husband. 

If our policymakers’ intention is to
leverage affirmative action to enhance the
status of women, providing them with a
fast-track detour into the country's highest
legislative body is unlikely to generate uni-
versal acceptance or advance the status of
women. A more durable process would be
to incentivise education and health care
for the girl-child and women, a process
that may be less conspicuous but will
enable them to compete for jobs and
careers — and, indeed, run for Parliament
— on their own terms and in their own
right. Social change is a gradual process
and the cause for gender equity would be
best served if successive governments
approached the issue from bottom up
rather than top down.

JAYANTA ROY

India now faces very severe global headwinds that
can create a major strain on the balance of pay-
ments (BOP), since its exports have been stagnant

for several years. The anti-globalisation and anti-immi-
gration drives in the United States and parts of Europe
may result in reduced market access for exports of
goods and services. This coupled with a likely rise in
US interest rates may negatively impact the flow of
remittances and foreign institutional investments.
Continuation of rising oil prices as a result of tensions
in West Asia may increase our import bill.

Nationalist policies in advanced countries may
limit the flow of foreign direct investment and damp-
en our “Make in India” initiative. Our information
technology giants are already affected by the
impending H-1B visa reforms. Trade barriers related
to the emerging issues in data privacy and data
restrictions are now the areas of maximum concern
for the future growth of off-shore professional and
technical services models (such as business process
outsourcing or knowledge process outsourcing).

India needs to urgently implement the next-gen-
eration trade reforms to boost exports and promote
sustained growth and jobs. The benign neglect of
exports in the government and elsewhere is a cause of
great concern. Our foreign exchange reserves were
boosted largely by the global tailwinds of rapidly grow-
ing global trade and the sharp decline in oil prices in
the last decade. These can be sharply eroded by the
emerging global headwinds enumerated above.

Given the complexity of the current global trade
landscape, trade reforms must be designed and
implemented in a timely manner by a competent
wing of the government. India urgently needs better
management of its international economic relation-
ship. The current institutional arrangement that dis-
perses strategic decisions to the ministry of com-
merce and industry (MOCI) and the ministry of
external affairs (MEA) lacks the necessary depth.
MOCI has little understanding of the complex next-
generation trade reforms that are needed, since it is
run by bureaucrats with no experience in trade pol-
icy. The ministry is ill-prepared to deal with the com-
plex trade negotiations we are likely to face, with
the US giving up free trade and the Trans Pacific
Partnership, and China positioning herself as the
champion of free trade.

India needs to find a niche in a likely China-dom-
inated Asian regional integration. Simultaneously,
India needs to adjust to a new US-India strategic
partnership. Unfortunately, MEA also has no trade
policy expertise in the ministry. What is most puz-
zling also is that there does not seem to be any coor-
dination between MOCI and MEA. Trade policy also
seems to be outside the radar screen of the NITI
Aayog, the PMO and the finance ministry. If this
trend continues, the prime minister may have to go
in for the next general elections in 2019 burdened
with severe BOP problems.

Given the cross-cutting nature of the 21st centu-
ry trade agenda, leadership should not rest with any
line ministry. What is needed is an “apex entity” like
the United States Trade Representative in the US,
which has a clear mandate from the PM to consult
with stakeholders and manage the process of devel-
oping strategy. This entity cannot be solely respon-
sible for implementation, as that will by necessity
involve many players inside and outside govern-
ment. Instead, its role in the implementation phase
is to act as a coordinator and convener, and to have

the mandate to monitor and assess implementation
by the relevant agencies within the government.

The proposed apex entity will ensure that all
agencies that are involved with trade activities —
line ministries, regulatory bodies, state governments
— know what the goals are. They are fully informed
of the priorities that are defined by the strategy, and
use it as a framework that guides their activities. The

entity would provide executive
sponsorship, vision and strate-
gic direction. It would lead the
process of trade strategy design
and oversee the overall trade
performance and update the
strategy when required, based
on feedback and impact
assessment.

The apex entity should have
three trade experts to carry on
the tasks, with a small secre-

tariat. The first is a Trade Negotiator responsible for
all trade negotiations at the multilateral, regional,
and bilateral levels. The second is a Trade and
Competitiveness Economist to provide a framework
for policies related to domestic regulatory reform in
various sectors to reduce the cost of doing business,
and for strategic policy-making more generally to
improve India’s global competitiveness. The final
requirement is a Trade Facilitation Expert responsi-

ble for drastically reducing the trade transaction costs
epitomised by high cargo dwell times in ports and air-
ports, and time-consuming administrative processing
of trade documents by numerous agencies. 

To be effective, these economists should be inter-
nationally reputed trade experts similar to those
recruited for the positions of chief economic advisor,
vice-chairman of the NITI Aayog, and Governor of
the Reserve Bank of India. 

We also need to reverse the present situation of
earmarking all posts of senior economic advisors for
Indian Economic Service officers, and go back to
recruiting top economists as economic advisors in
MOCI, NITI Aayog, the energy sector, MEA, and in
the PMO. We should, as before, let the Union Public
Service Commission select the most qualified can-
didates from a carefully chosen short-list of the best
internal and external candidates. We need to ensure
that these economic advisors interact fruitfully with
the three trade policy experts in the apex entity to
help implement the 21st century trade reforms.

There is an urgent need to create the institution-
al framework described here for India’s global trade
and investment engagement. This alone could help
India to avert the possible BOP problems that loom
large on the horizon. But the time to act is now. 

The writer was economic advisor in the Union commerce
ministry

AJAY MATHUR

The Union Budget, as expected,
focused on rural development, agri-
culture and allied sectors, with allo-

cations in these areas going up by 24 per
cent, compared to the previous Budget. The
prospects for India’s agriculture, and about
half of the country’s workforce that depends
on it, is intrinsically linked to the health of
the natural resource base that sustains it.
The declining gains in productivity of major
cereals are a clear indicator of the need to
attend to fundamental issues that are affect-
ing the sustainability of the sector, includ-
ing the pricing of resources and the exten-
sion machinery for agricultural research in
the country. We hope that the government
will take some bold measures in these direc-
tions as well. 

Overall, TERI’s analysis of the green quo-
tient of the Budget suggests that it has done
well when it comes to allocations to min-
istries and programmes that are directly
engaged in the management of environ-
ment and natural resources and in enhanc-
ing access to clean energy. 

Compared to the last Budget, alloca-
tions to such ministries and programmes
is up by about 6.6 per cent in real terms,
which is good news. However, there was
need for a stronger statement in the
speech on meeting our
Nationally Determined Con-
tributions with respect to
renewable energy, energy
efficiency and carbon seques-
tration through forests.

The finance minister has
increased the allocations for
the ministry of environment,
forests and climate change by
about 10 per cent. While a good
signal, this increase is much
lower than that between 2015-
16 and 2016-17, and hence does
not reflect any stepping up of efforts
towards the NDCs, which will require a huge
commitment of resources. TERI estimates
suggest that about ~100,000 crore would be
required annually for conservation and
afforestation measures that are needed to
achieve the 2.5-3.0 billion tons of addition-
al carbon sequestration alone.

It is obvious that this large a scale of
investments cannot be met from the cen-
tral Budget alone. However, it does high-
light the need for the central government
to provide a leadership role in terms of an
integrated strategy across ministries and
tiers of government for meeting this com-
mitment. It also makes the case for the
tactical use of limited central resources to
effectively leverage resources from the pri-
vate sector.  

A case in point is the use of the National
Clean Energy Fund (NCEF), which is fund-
ed out of a cess levied on produced and
imported coal since 2010-11 under the
“polluter pays” principle. The monies so
collected are meant to be used for the pur-
poses of financing and promoting clean
energy initiatives, funding research in the

area of clean energy, or for any other pur-
pose relating thereto. The rate of the cess
has been progressively increased, from ~50
per tonne of coal in June 2010, ~100 per
tonne (Budget 2014-15), ~200 per tonne
(2015-16) to ~400 per tonne (2016-17).

Of the aggregate amount collected
between 2010-11 and 2017-18 (Budget esti-
mates), only about 35 per cent has been
transferred to the NCEF, which itself
remained underutilised to the extent of 20
per cent. The issue of under-utilisation of
the NCEF has also been pointed out by suc-
cessive reports of the Comptroller and
Auditor General of India.  

The ministry-wise break up of aggregate
allocations from the NCEF shows that about
70 per cent has been allocated to MNRE
(ministry of new and renewable energy). In
fact, almost 50 per cent of the MNRE’s
budget this year is being met from the
NCEF. A look at MNRE projects financed
through the NCEF in successive years shows
that the funds have been deployed mostly
for the installation of individual grid-inter-
active or off-grid renewable energy projects
and pilots (mainly solar) and for extending
financial subsidy through commercial
banks for the installation of systems.

It is essential that the NCEF be more
efficiently and strategically employed as
an enabler of large-scale change in the sec-

tor through its greater use for
viability gap and seed fund-
ing that can improve the com-
petitiveness of the industry in
the long run. Another area
where the fund should be
deployed is applied research
and development of viable
technologies and business
models for clean energy serv-
ices in India. Unfortunately,
NCEF allocation for R&D with-
in the MNRE has progressive-
ly declined in the last three

years, from nine per cent to only three per
cent in this year’s Budget. 

Budgetary allocations can and do impact
the environment around us when, for exam-
ple, they are able to strengthen and expand
municipal services, especially if they are
able to also pull in state and municipal
funding. But budgetary allocations, espe-
cially when they are bundled into funds,
such as the NCEF and other financial instru-
ments, also have the ability to attract other
finance into activities which enable “pollu-
tion avoidance”.

It is time for the finance minister to
exploit the multiplicative power of such
allocations to drive investments into busi-
ness models which promote, for example,
the briquetting of agricultural residues
(whose burning is a prime cause of air pol-
lution) or the installation of rooftop solar
electricity plants (which enable energy
security as well as mitigate climate change)
in a manner that prods competition, leading
to price reduction on the one hand, and
scaling up on the other.  

The writer is Director General, TERI 

The central bank’s Monetary Policy Committee has opted to
sit pat on rates and choose to give itself time to “assess how the
transitory effects of demonetisation on inflation and the out-
put gap play out”. The RBI’s emphasis on caution suggests that
not only has the economy suffered short-run disruptions — as
the central bank said in December — but that the long-term
impact may be far more enduring and hard to predict 
than anticipated. The policy statement issued by the six-
member MPC also projected the second successive down-
ward revision in economic growth as measured by the Gross
Value Added for the current year ending in March, with the
pace of increase in GVA now forecast at 6.9 per cent, from 7.1
per cent in December and 7.6 per cent prior to the November
demonetisation.

Viral Acharya, the recently inducted Deputy Governor
overseeing monetary policy, flagged the risks that global
inflation and a strengthening US dollar pose to domestic
price gains. Specifically, the central bank is worried about the
“unyielding” nature of core retail inflation, which strips 
out food and fuel costs, and has been stuck around 4.9 per
cent since September, mainly due to stickiness in price gains

for housing, health, education, personal care and household
services. And ironically, were the effects of demonetisation
to wear off quickly, vegetable prices, that had softened on the
back of distress sales of perishables, could potentially
rebound, posing another risk to the central bank’s inflation
outlook.

The Hindu, February 10

India’s looming BoP challenge

Reservations about women 
Affirmative action can be a tricky road

Next-generation trade reforms, backed by a supportive institutional framework, are urgently needed to
stave off a balance of payments crisis

RBI pause points to long-term
adverse effects of note ban
Central bank rightly worried about
inflation outlook, global uncertainty

A week after the finance min-
ister waxed eloquent about
the Centre's commitment to
promote clean energy in his
budget speech, the govern-
ment has developed cold feet
over emission norms for ther-
mal power plants. The norms,
set in December 2015, are crit-
ical to the Clean Coal Policy, a
lynchpin in India's strategy
to meet its targets under the
Paris Climate Pact. Coal, a
major culprit in climate
change, powers more than 80
per cent of the electricity con-
sumed in the country. In the
run-up to the Paris climate
change meet in 2015, the gov-
ernment stressed on reduc-
ing the share of this fossil fuel
in the country's energy mix
and using it in a climate
friendly manner. The latter
meant reducing the emis-

sions from thermal power sta-
tions. Over 140 such stations
were assigned targets for
improving energy — and
thus, emissions — efficiency.
That the government now
finds these standards too
stringent could raise ques-
tions about India’s commit-
ment to its Paris targets.

The failure of thermal
power plants to comply with
the emission norms does not
show the country’s prepared-
ness in good light. Most ther-
mal power plants in the coun-
try work at efficiencies below
33 per cent. While there has
been much glib talk on emis-
sion targets for these plants,
the technological inputs
required for the purpose have
received very little attention.

The Indian Express, February 10  

Unprepared for Paris
Thermal plants must clean up their act 

In an unprecedented order, a
seven-judge Constitution
Bench of the Supreme Court
slapped a contempt notice on
a sitting high court judge, and
also directed that Justice CS
Karnan of the Calcutta high
court shall not handle any
matter, judicial or adminis-
trative, and should appear in
person in the court next
week. This indicates the seri-
ous nature of the breaches of
propriety by the judge in
question, that left the bench
no option but to take head on
a colleague who has defamed
the judicial system, mocked it
at every turn and behaved in
bizarre ways whenever called
to order. Justice Karnan has a
lot to answer for when he
faces the full force of the judi-
ciary as he stands in the dock.
At times, Justice Karnan

embarrassed colleagues by
charging them with caste bias
making, for instance, the
ridiculous imputation that
they sat with their legs
crossed in his presence. 

The letters Justice Karnan
frequently sent, as is his wont,
to the highest in the land in
the executive and judicial
branches have been known to
be scurrilous in nature. By
staying within the system and
airing such outrageous
charges, the judge may have
often invited personal
ridicule. More, he damaged
the system by unjustifiable
calumny out of personal spite.
Most legal eagles believe the
Supreme Court must act deci-
sively to snip this canker of a
troublesome judge.

Deccan Chronicle, February 10

Take stern steps against judge
Justice Karnan has a lot to answer for 

The Budget needed
to be greener
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Anti-globalisation sentiment in the US and parts of Europe may squeeze market access for India’s exports

An apex entity is
needed that has
a clear mandate
from the PM to
consult with
stakeholders
and manage
the process of
developing a
new strategy

The National Clean
Energy Fund must
be more efficiently
deployed as an
enabler of
large-scale change
in the renewable
energy sector
through its greater
use as viability
gap and seed
funding
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Your New York Times piece 
‘Why you will marry the wrong 
person’, which pointed out 
that humans suck at choosing 
good mates, was one of the 
most popular articles of 2016. Why do you 
think it resonated with so many people? 
Were they just happy that everyone’s mar-
riage was as crappy as theirs?
Relationships are hard for everyone but 
we all tend to suffer very individually, 
with a strong sense that we must have 
done something wrong. My article cut 
through the sentimentality and insisted 
that even the best relationships are 
markedly tricky,  and also that through 
a wise accommodation with the difficul-
ties, we can actually improve our lives. 
I stressed in particular that pessimism 
is an important asset in relationships: 
it helps us to prepare for the challenges 
of  living together and moderates some 
of  the brittle and cruel hopes we some-
times bring to other people.

Aren’t you being overly pessimistic? Surely, 
there must be some people who are happy 
with their mates.
There are rumoured to be a few people 
on the planet whose love lives are with-
out problems. Currently, some search 
parties are on the lookout for them, and 
there is hope they will be identified by 
the end of  the year. But more seriously, 
it’s a much better starting point to as-
sume that love will be difficult than to 
budget on it being problem-free. After 
all, the only people we can think of  as 

normal are those we don’t yet 
know very well. The greatest 
romantics live on their own.

What’s your take on Valentine’s 
Day — sentimental nonsense, a marketing 
gimmick to sell more heart-shaped choco-
lates or a day that genuinely celebrates love?
We’re all free to make up our own rituals 
on this day, and the opportunity is there 
to turn it into an occasion when we can 
examine our relationships with our part-
ners in an honest and consoling light. 
Very often, relationships get brittle 
when two people are carrying around a 
lot of  resentment. They have 
hurt one another, but 
haven’t managed to 
find a way to tell 
each other about the 
hurt. The ideal Val-
entine’s night is one 
where a long-estab-
lished couple man-
age to share the 
hur ts,  overcome 
them, and rediscover 
new channels 
of  feeling.

It’s been over two decades since your first 
novel about love. How have relationships 
changed in the age of Tinder?
The main change has been in me. My 
first book, Essays in Love, looked at 
love through a very romantic lens. It 
assumed that the only reason love can’t 
work is because you are with the wrong 
person. What I have learnt since, and 
it’s the basis for my new novel, The 
Course of  Love, is that even with the 
‘right’ person, love will be tricky. Also, 
the real challenge is not how to get into 
a relationship but how to stay in one. 
Long-term love is what we all want. 
Tinder, and other apps, always privi-
lege the start of  love. I look forward to 
an app that will help us stay in love, not 
start new relationships constantly.

“I realise that we’re both crazy. I understand 
that sex and love don’t quite belong togeth-
er…” These are your rewritten vows of mar-
riage. Why the emphasis on realism over 
romance?
My new vows place the emphasis on 
mutual understanding. It remains stun-
ningly hard to understand another hu-
man being, whether one is in lust with 
them or not. Part of  the problem, for 
example, is that we rarely say exactly 
what we mean. ‘I’m too busy to see you’ 
may actually mean ‘I’m really keen to 
see you but am worried you don’t want 
me…’ We’re a very tricky and perverse 
species, and in love, we need to learn 
the art of  emotional translation.

There have been several articles declaring 
the end of monogamy. Since you say that 
marriages shouldn’t be about sex, what is 
your view?
An open marriage would be a terrific 

idea, if  it were not for one thing: jeal-
ousy. It is always going to be hard 

to care for someone and stay 
utterly blithe while they spend 
a night with someone else. 
Monogamy didn’t become a 
norm for no reason. It’s deep-
ly challenging but it is rooted 
in solid facts about us.

Alain de Botton, a Swiss-British philosopher and self-
help guru, has written on a wide array of subjects such 
as travel, happiness and religion, but it’s his pop 
wisdom on love and marriage that has made his books 
bestsellers. He’s even been called the Facebookers’ 
Freud. Ahead of Valentine’s Day, Neelam Raaj speaks 
to the man who wants to put realism back into romance 

Apps are about the start of love. I 
want one that helps us stay in love

FOR THE 
RECORD

If  banks are the heart of  an economy, India 
has a hole in the heart.  Up to 20% of  public 
sector bank loans are impaired. Chief  eco-
nomic advisor Arvind Subramanian says 
India is being held back by a “twin balance 

sheet problem”— dodgy balance sheets of  banks as well as 
its borrowers, burdened with huge, unrepayable debts.

This can be resolved only by the banks taking a big “hair-
cut’ — writing off  a big chunk of  unrepayable loans. But this 
will spur accusations of  cronyism, which Narendra Modi 
seeks to avoid at any cost.

Subramanian says only political courage can cut through 
the Gordian knot. He suggests creating a “bad bank” to take 
over the impaired loans and dispose of  them at whatever 
discount the market requires. Finance minister Jaitley is 
very wary of  financing a “bad bank”, and the private sector 
won’t. The impasse continues.

Two-third of  impaired loans relate to 24 big companies, 
mainly in infrastructure and steel. India needs most of  them 
for its proposed infrastructure push, but they will remain 
hobbled unless they get a haircut.    

Competition means that some companies succeed and 
others fail. Those that fail merit another chance unless they 
have committed crimes. Companies and banks that take no 
risks at all are headed for stagnation. Crooked businessmen 
must be jailed. But when there are unforeseen problems — 
price shocks, lack of  coal, land acquisition delays, etc — the 
lender and borrower should share the pain.

Hence haircuts are the norm globally, putting the past 
behind and giving both banks and businesses a chance to 
revive and thrive. Several ventures of  Donald Trump went 
bust, yet he survived and flourished thanks to write-offs. 
These were commercial decisions, not political favours.  

The Economic Survey says public sector banks avoid 
tough but essential decisions for fear of  the four Cs —
courts, Central Vigilance Commission, Central Bureau 
of  Investigation, and Comptroller and Auditor General. 
Now, banks should be accountable to and not afraid of  
the four Cs. But they are afraid, because the four Cs do 
not provide quick justice, often levy unfair accusations, 
show ignorance of  haircut procedures, and sometimes 
launch witch hunts.  

The former Chairman and other top officials of  IDBI 
Bank were recently arrested by the CBI for giving unwar-
ranted loans to Vijay Mallya’s Kingfisher Airlines. Bankers 
in Mumbai are fuming at what they call scapegoating —
flimsy charges smelling of  political vendetta.  

IDBI officials are accused of  giving loans to Kingfisher 
although it was rated below investment grade; because some 
officials met Mallya on holidays; and because some politi-
cians phoned to expedite the loan. But such things happen 
in every bank effort to revive faltering companies. Many sick 
companies with a far lower rating than Kingfisher have got 
loans and been revived in the past, benefiting everybody. 
Bankers often work on weekends and holidays. Politicians 
cannot say “no” to any petitioner and routinely call bankers 
to help. I once asked Narayan Vaghul, doyen of  bankers in 
the 1980s, whether he got calls from politicians. He said his 
phone never stopped ringing.

The Supreme Court held in the Antulay case that even 
if  he received “donations” from builders, who later got big 
deals, guilt was unproven unless a direct quid pro quo was 
shown between money received and a favour granted. This 
is a tough standard, but common globally. Charges of  cor-
ruption often fail for want of  evidence of  a quid pro quo.

Has the CBI found any quid pro quo before arresting 
IDBI officials? None has been disclosed so far. Hence in-
censed Mumbai bankers fear this is a political witch hunt 
aiming to show that Manmohan Singh and  Chidambaram 
sought to help a crook like Mallya. If  bankers are treated 
as cannon fodder in political battles, they ask, why take 
any decisions at all?   

All parties launch vendettas. The UPA barred Gautam 
Adani, old Modi supporter, from bidding for various port 
contracts. It said he was a security risk, citing some Enforce-
ment Directorate remarks about Persian Gulf  deals. But 
Adani was already running India’s largest port at Mundra, 
plus berths at many other ports. If  these did not endanger 
national security, why ban him from new ports?

India needs a skilled police-judicial system that collects 
hard evidence and produces quick convictions. Instead 
we have a post-truth India (created long before Trump) 
with unending accusations but no final convictions. So 
guilt becomes a belief, not an objective fact. Such a coun-
try cannot thrive.  
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DEBT ROW: Bankers in Mumbai are fuming at what they call 
scapegoating of IDBI officials in the Mallya case

The first three weeks of  Donald 
Trump’s presidency have been fright-
ening. This is because he seems to be 
that one politician who actually in-
tends to do what he promised on the 

campaign trail. He’s hitting out at immigrants, attacking 
free trade and it looks like he’ll build that wall, with his 
own tiny hands if  he has to. But in the middle of  this 
carnage, Trump’s appointment of  Betsy DeVos as edu-
cation secretary is a move in the right direction.

DeVos has been demonised by the Democrats, who 
tried to block her appointment, but their attacks were 
mostly personal ones that did not focus on the sub-
stance of  what she proposes to do in office. For decades, 
DeVos has been a proponent of  School Choice. This 
would transform education in America, and would 
show a way forward to other countries, including India. 
I’ve been writing in favour of  School Choice in India 
for many years, so let me break down what it means 
in an Indian context.

Education in India, as we know, is in an abysmal 
state. The government devotes vast amounts of  money 
to it, but outcomes are terrible. A recent Annual Status 
of  Education Report (ASER), described by the govern-
ment itself  as “pretty depressing,” showed that 52% 
of  students in Class V were unable to read a Class II 
textbook. As much as 58% of  Class VIII students could 
not do simple division, and teacher absenteeism was 
rampant. Teachers are not the problem, though, but a 
symptom of  it. The problem is incentives.

Government schools are guaranteed their funding, 
and their teachers, who are paid many times what 
teachers in budget private schools get, are more or less 
tenured. They have no reason to aim for excellence and 
try to provide quality education. How does one make 
them accountable, and make sure that our money is 
better spent? One answer is school vouchers.

Under a voucher system, the government, instead 
of  giving money to government schools, gives vouch-
ers to parents. Parents decide what is the best school 
for their children, and submit the voucher there. 
That school then gives the voucher to the govern-
ment and gets the money.

This changes the incentives for government schools 
and their teachers. They have to perform now, and 
deliver quality education, or parents will take their 
kids elsewhere. Competition brings accountability. 
This also empowers parents with choice. They are the 
people who should decide what is best for their chil-
dren, and not a distant, unaccountable government. 
In a nutshell, the state funds schooling, not schools.

Vouchers are only one piece of  the puzzle, of  course. 
They are pointless if  there are harsh entry barriers 
for private players in education. For 70 years, we have 
had insane regulations in place that disallow or disin-
centivise private schools, especially for the poor. If  a 
school provides budget education to children in a slum, 

why should it matter if  its playground isn’t big enough? 
Let parents decide what they value.

As it happens, there is a vast informal economy of  
budget private schools, and poor parents vote with 
their feet. Organisations like the Centre for Civil So-
ciety have long documented how thousands of  poor 
parents in slums and villages across India prefer to 
pay to send their kids to a budget private school rather 
than to a free government school. This speaks volumes.

Private schools are demonised, but contrast their 
incentives with those of  government schools. In a mar-
ketplace with no entry barriers, which India is not, the 
profit motive is the best incentive. After all, you can only 
make a profit by delivering value to others. When I was 
growing up in the 1980s, telecom, airlines and education 
were all government monopolies, and delivered abysmal 
service. Today, two of  them allow private players to 
compete freely, and because of  competition and the 
profit motive, we the people are better off. But not edu-
cation, which is so important for our nation’s growth.

When you fight the system, of  course, the system 
fights back. The status quo is always fiercely defend-

ed by the special interests that benefit from it. (Since 
they are beneficiaries of  the status quo, they also have 
the money to spend on it.) In the US, for example, 
teachers’ unions are the biggest opponents of  educa-
tion reform, as the current system gives them power 
and privilege without accountability. They happen to 
be prominent donors to the Democratic Party who, 
as a result, oppose School Choice.

As an illustration, consider that the sanctimonious 
Elizabeth Warren actually advocated school vouchers 
in a book she wrote in 2003. She changed her stance 
when she joined politics and realised who the most 
influential donors in the Democratic Party were. That’s 
the whole game of  politics right there: special interest 
groups purchasing politicians to benefit at the expense 
of  the common people. It’s ironic, then, that Trump 
should be on the right side of  this issue.
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The one good thing you did
not know Trump was doing

Wouldn’t it be lovely if India’s  
84 billionaires followed Yale?

2016 was a year that made every-
one sit up and realise that the 
world is in transition; identify-
ing what this year has in store 
is vital for those in politics and 

business, where big decisions and big money rest 
on getting things right. But it is important for 
other sectors too — like charity and education.

Oxfam recently released a document titled ‘An 
Economy for the 99%’. The report contained some 
mind-boggling facts. The authors noted that the 
world’s richest eight people owned as much as the 
world’s poorest 50% put together. They reported 
too that the richest man in Vietnam earns more 
in one day than the worst-paid worker earns in 
ten years. And that one in nine people on the 
planet go to bed hungry each night.

The report highlights some figures from India 

too that make for startling reading, both about 
global trends, but also about the country itself. The 
annual dividends paid to the owner of  the Zara fash-
ion house are 800,000 times the annual wage paid to 
a garment worker working in India. Most striking 
of  all though is the fact that the wealthiest one per-
cent own 58% of  the country’s total wealth. This is 
particularly problematic given recent research that 
shows that a country’s growth is slowed down by 
the number of  billionaires it has.

Tackling inequality is perhaps the most impor-
tant thing that politicians do in any country. Working 
out how to manage the ultra-rich who have strong 
vested interests in minimising tax bills and maxim-
ising their own returns is no easy task, especially 
given the efforts the wealthy put into lobbying politi-
cians, and the important role that business can and 
does play in helping an economy grow.

What is less difficult, however, is encouraging 
philanthropy. This is an area that is changing fast 
in India today. According to a recent report pre-
pared by Bain & Co, the number of  Indians giving 

money to charity the last six years has climbed 
dramatically, with fully 100 million more people 
giving time or money to good causes in 2013 than 
in 2009. That highly encouraging trend appears 
to be continuing — which is important given that 
despite the impressive change, the 28% of  the 
population who give to charity is a far cry from 
the 74% who make donations in the UK.

Of  course, the contributions of  the super rich 
can be transformational not just in the short but 
also in the long term — especially in the most im-
portant driver of  social change and equalisation: 
education. Oxford University’s Worcester College 
(of  which I am a Senior Research Fellow) recently 
celebrated its 300th anniversary, following the gift 
of  an English baronet, Sir Thomas Cookes, for the 
foundation of  a place of  learning for scholars in 
Oxford. He was following in the footsteps of  other 
major donors, like John de Balliol, who left a grant 
intended to ‘provide perpetual maintenance for 
poor scholars’ at the same university some 750 
years ago. Balliol College is still going strong.

Then of  course there is the most famous phil-
anthropic donation in this field — which connects 
directly to Chennai. An employee of  the East In-
dia Company who rose to become governor of  the 
British fort of  St George, he did well for himself  
(too well, in fact, because he was relieved of  his 
post following repeated complaints about how 
good he was at lining his own pockets).

The epitaph on his tomb would have done attend-
ees to the World Economic Forum in Davos proud 
— since like them, he was a true global citizen. ‘Born 
in America, in Europe bred, In Africa travell’d and 
in Asia wed’ (at the Fort of  St George in Madrassa-
patinam, no less). ‘Much good, some ill, he did,’ reads 
his tomb with rather touching honesty.

Being rich brings responsibilities. The game is 
not how little you can get away with paying in 
taxes, but how much you can give back, especially 
if  good fortune has smiled on you. The gift given by 
the former governor of  Fort St George, Elihu Yale, 
lies behind one of  the best and most famous univer-
sities in the world — in Yale’s case, with the second 
largest university endowment on the planet.

Would it not be lovely if  each of  the current 
84 billionaires in India took inspiration from his-
tory? Many have made fortunes in the past, but 
their names disappeared like ashes in the wind. 
Those who respect their fellow men and women 
make the greater impact over time, because they 
used their resources to transform the lives of  oth-
ers, rather than spending on themselves. No one 
ever puts up statues or names universities and 
colleges after those who are rich; but they do for 
those who are generous.

Frankopan is the author of  ‘The Silk Roads: 
A New History of  the World’
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CLASS ACTION: New US secretary of education Betsy 
DeVos’s prescription for transforming education in 
America holds lessons for India as well 

GIVE IT LIKE GATES: The tech billionaire, who could 
become the world’s first trillionaire, has pledged to 
donate more than half of his wealth to charity

For several weeks in the year 2000, 
one of  world’s greatest actors, Ka-
mal Haasan took to wearing only 
green. At the time he was probably 
the best-dressed actor in Tamil 

Nadu, which is not saying much but he was way 
beyond green shirts and green trousers. There were 
political reasons behind his unusual attire. His film 
Hey Ram, inspired by the assassination of  Gandhi, 
had just released and there were aggressive protests 
by Muslims, Congress workers and the Hindu pa-
triots of  the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh. Haas-
an picked the RSS for special treatment and de-
cided to irritate them. So he began appearing in 
public dressed only in the colour of  Islam.

 For long, Kamal Haasan has had a reputation 
for speaking his mind, by which people usually 

mean speaking what is on their minds. As a celeb-
rity he is rare. Recently, when the Supreme Court 
upheld the ban on a traditional form of  bull wres-
tling, greatly enraging Tamilians, including the 
posh who would not have known what jallikattu 
was ten years ago, Haasan spoke against the sport 
and took the side of  the bulls. Days later, after it 
became apparent that Sasikala wished to be chief  
minister, and O Panneerselvam, who had until 
recently become a human embodiment of  the word 
‘interim’, revolted for reasons that are still not 
clear, Haasan began to publicly challenge Sasi-
kala’s moral right to govern. He even goaded the 
actor R Madhavan to speak aloud, but the young-
er star only tweeted ambiguous messages. Haasan 
did get some support from other actors but the big 
ones chose to be cautious. The biggest of  them all, 
Rajinikanth, who is a superhero one way or the 
other in all his movies, was completely silent as 
he usually is about everything that actually affects 
the society that has enriched him.

 Most Indian celebrities take care not to an-
tagonise the powerful. In the modern age, as all 
layers of  society turn more political and more 
vigilant, there is considerable pressure on the 
famous to speak up, but most of  them don’t. Rahul 
Dravid, who is still celebrated by the suave mid-
dle class for appearing educated and conscien-
tious, in short for being one of  them, has never 
challenged his corrupt bosses who ran Indian 
cricket. He has not done that even after retire-
ment. Sachin Tendulkar never spoke ill of  the 
cricket board or even about betting and other 
issues that might embarrass the board. In my 
only interview with Tendulkar, he threatened to 
end the session if  I persisted with questions on 
the nexus between cricket officials and betting.

 Celebrities are often too close to power to take 
the side of  ordinary folks. It is as though good 
life holds them hostages in a paradise, just the 
way Sasikala holds her MLAs in a seaside resort 
so that they are not poached by her rival.

 Many giant celebrities, like Rajinikanth, de-
rive and sustain their immensely profitable fame 
not through great talent but by playing to their 
vast and wide constituencies. They are, in reality, 
themselves politicians. As a result they are terri-
fied of  disappointing any sizeable section of  soci-
ety. Success is usually a reward for being conform-
ist in a wide mainstream or a narrow niche, and 
successful people, for all their seeming special-
ness, are overt or covert slaves of  the norms. But 
the central reason why celebrities do not take on 
the powerful is that they have too much to lose 
compared to the idealists who can afford to be 
idealists because they have nothing much. As 
Aamir Khan learned in 2015 when he spoke his 
mind about the feeling of  ‘intolerance’ that was 
prevalent among the minorities at the time.

 The backlash included loss of  endorsement 
deals. It is not a coincidence that his latest film, 
Dangal, is as nationalistic as a Sunny Deol film. 
In fact, the film plays the national anthem. Maybe 

Aamir Khan, too, wishes to show he is a patriot.
 People claim to be disappointed by the cow-

ardice of  their celebrities, but the meekness of  
Indian public figures is more an indictment of  
the general public. You are not a reassuring 
guardian of  those who are willing to sacrifice 
everything to shame the powerful. Because when 
retribution comes, there is nothing much you can 
do, nothing much that you in fact do to save them. 
The crusaders are often left to rot alone in their 
battle of  survival.

 The most potent voice against power would 
always emanate from the nexus between journal-
ism and activism. Here there are people who are 
not economically formidable, hence have very 
little to lose in stating what is right. And their 
low-stakes courage is then widely perceived as 
courage. And they, too, become famous.
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Silence of the superstars: Why our Sachins & Rajinis are useless as rebels

SWAMINATHAN S ANKLESARIA AIYAR

SWAMINOMICS

Vendettas enlarge 
the hole in India’s 
economic heart

Email the editor at 
sunday.times@timesgroup.com
with ‘Sunday Mailbox’ in the subject line. 

Please mention your name and city

Blinkered Budget  
Our Budget is like a bursting  
firecracker — all sound and fury, 
signifying nothing. Kudos to 
Swaminathan Aiyar for stating the 
simple truth (ATM, Feb 5). Instead of 
making high-sounding promises, the 
FM should have apologised for the lives 
lost after demonetisation and 
announced compensation for the 
victims’ families. There is no glimpse 
yet of the huge, anticipated cache of 
black money nor the means to recover 
it. Fifty days... we are still counting!  

Subhankar Saha, Sindrani, WB

In their columns on the Budget (Feb 5), 
Swaminathan Aiyar and Chetan Bhagat 
missed one important point — rampant 
corruption can play spoiler, no matter 
how good the Budget might look.      

Hero Vaz, Bengaluru

Rise, people
Apropos Shobhaa De’s column 
(‘What two Bollywood films tell us 
about the state of politics’, Feb 5), 
many films were made in the past too, 
showing the nexus between politicians, 
bureaucrats and criminals. But they 
had no salutary effect on the ground. 
To bring real change, people need to 
rise and fight back. Leaders and public 
servants must realise they are here to 
serve the people, not suppress them. 

S C Vaid, New Delhi
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‘Looking at opposition leader 
and smiling at them isn’t 
a crime. I think smiling is 
not a crime’

TN CM O Panneerselvam
on AIADMK leader Sasikala 

accusing him of exchanging 
smiles with DMK’s Stalin

‘Heaven has no rage like love 
to hatred turned, nor hell a 
fury like a woman scorned’

William Congreve
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Between now and March

11 is perhaps the only

time when it is possible to

talk about the politics of

justice for the 1984 anti-Sikh

riot victims. At least till March

11, Punjab is in a pleasant

state of a very agreeable lim-

bo because the professional

politicians are on a forced

vacation. They know their exertions would

have no consequence or value whatsoever.

It is time to ask the question as to how long

the professional politician would prevent a

'closure' on this painful episode in the his-

tory of the Sikhs, Punjab and India. 

The immediate provocation for this

thought is the newspapers’ report of last

Friday (10th). According to a report of The

Tribune, the CBI wants Jagdish Tytler to

undertake a lie-detection test in a 1984

anti-Sikh riots’ case. After 33 years! What

a farce, what travesty of justice, what a

mockery of the so-called investigation by a

so-called premier investigative agency!

That moment in 1984 was a horrific

shame. It certainly violated then — and it

violates now — our collective sense of fair-

ness and justice that so many innocent

people should have lost their lives and

honour. On the political front, the Con-

gress party has been electorally punished

many times over since 1984. In 2005, a

Prime Minister had offered an apology in

Parliament. Yet, no ‘closure’ is permitted. 

If the insistence is that those ‘guilty’

should be punished, then after thirty

years, it is fair to ask a question: why have

we failed to punish them? The convenient

accusation is that the likes of Jagdish

Tytler have been able to frustrate and sab-

otage the processes of justice. But surely,

we do know that since 1984, we have had

some non-Congress governments, at the

centre and in the state. And, in fact, so

many commissions of inquiry have been

announced and instituted. Yet, none has

secured ‘justice’ for the victims. We also

do know that periodically, politicians have

helped themselves to a few brownie points

with the Sikh voters. 

The great hypocrisy is that everyone

knows what the game is all about.

Instead of making a sincere effort to

locate collective responsibility for a his-

toric wrong, the search for ‘justice’ has

been reduced to a political argument —

to be brushed up and brandished at elec-

tion for partisans purposes. 

No one has ever proposed in concrete

terms what kind of ‘justice’ would be a

satisfactory outcome and would invite a

‘closure.’ Journalists and historians, too,

have got ensnared in the politicians’

game. On the eve of every Lok Sabha elec-

tion, a few ‘investigative’ journalists come

up with ‘new evidence.’

It has suited the politicians — the Akali

Dal and other outfits — to keep demand-

ing ‘justice’ for the ‘victims.’ The Akali

Dal finds it a good stick to beat the Con-

gress with. But, that is a game others have

learnt to play. Newer outfits keep accusing

the Akali leaders of failing to get ‘justice’

for the victims. 

Individual lawyers, the Phoolkas of this

world, have made a career — and, now an

electoral career — out of this less than hon-

est quest for ‘justice.’ And, the busybodies

in North America have given a dangerous

twist to this whole ‘injustice’ business. 

In the process, a grave damage has got

inflicted on entire Punjab — including the

vast majority in the Sikh community itself.

The politics of victimhood has allowed the

Akali Dal and its ally, the BJP, to become

indifferent to the call of good governance. 

An obscure journalist shoots to fame

because he throws a shoe at the Home

Minister of India in the name of the ‘1984

riot victims’. It would be a wonderful

comeuppance for the Akalis if that

same gentleman is able to cook

the Badals’ goose in Lambi. 

A
few days ago, when I was

in Deoband (in Saharan-

pur district of western

Uttar Pradesh), I got a chance

to meet Haseeb Siddiqui, gen-

eral manager of the Muslim Fund

Trust, a kind of bank for the poor,

an institution that practises the Islam-

ic stipulation of not charging interest on

loans given. This institution has been at it

since 1961 and Janab Haseeb Siddiqui was

there at the very start and continues to pre-

side over it even at the age of 78, with an

undiminished clarity of purpose.

Siddiqui sahib is a city elder. He is asso-

ciated with many schools, an eye hospi-

tal, a library and some training centres.

With great pride, he told me that he had

only a pen and nothing else when it was

decided to set up a banking outfit, based

on Islamic tenets, and since then, sheer

dedication and faith have helped him

steer the expansion and consolidation of

this ‘fund trust.’ It is vibrant evidence of

the civil society and its potential to fill the

gaps left unattended by the state.

What I found rather engaging about vis-

iting the Muslim Fund Trust and meeting

its general manager was a sense of sereni-

ty, an unperturbed sense of direction. Even

though he wore traditional attire, there

was nothing stereotypical about him. A

modern, practical mind at work. 

A
horrific, horrific death has been

reported from Sector 9 of Chandi-

garh. When I came to this city about

eighteen months ago, I was told that Sec-

tor 9 was the last bastion of civilisation, it

was an enclave of superiority and sophisti-

cation. It certainly has the reputation of

being the most affluent part of City Beau-

tiful. And, now we learn of this horrible

death, a violent death, in the sector involv-

ing a luxury car and a cast of characters

that can only be called ‘raeeszadas.’ It is of

course deeply disappointing that the

police have been seen dragging their feet

because the accused happen to be ‘well

connected.’ The police ‘moved’ only

because the victim’s family was equally

well connected and was able to bring to

bear its own clout.

This utterly violent death tells us

only one thing: something is going

horribly wrong in our society. We are

becoming too angry, too edgy, too

prone to giving offence and equal-

ly prone to taking offence. Our

popular culture — films, television, pop

singers — promotes a roughness in man-

ners and morals.

The counterpoise is missing. For an

ancient society that takes inordinate

pride in its civilisational resilience, the

role models are few and far between. The

schools are no longer imparting atti-

tudes and values of moral rectitude.

Even religious leaders have become pet-

ty entrepreneurs, hawking their wares

and wisdom in the marketplace. The

advertisers are vacuum-cleaning all

noble values and healthy sentiments of

their meaning by associating them with

this or that product.

There is a new feel of violence in the

air. The Prime Minister is leading the

way. Each day, he injects a note of

aggression in his words and, what is

more, he invites all of us to feel good

about it. This daily exhibition of violent

words has become the ‘new normal.’

Then, we have the wonderful blessing

called the social media. We abuse and

invite abuse and feel fully fulfilled being

abusive. The anonymity allows us to be

uncouth and uncivilised.

History bears witness to a simple fact: vio-

lence in words invariably leads to violence in

deeds, in the streets. I am afraid, soon we

shall see violence in our Parliament. 

L
AST week I found myself in

Deoband, the seat of the great Darul

Uloom. Deoband suddenly brings

you face-to-face with the diversity of Indi-

an culture. I was there to try to make some

sense of the electoral chemistry being

cooked up; it was imperative that I should

seek out influential voices in the town. The

only problem was that the streets were too

narrow for our SUV.

Though the weather was fine, walking

from one interlocutor to another would

have been too time-consuming. Our local

host had a solution: we pillion-ride with

him on his motor-bike. So, it came about

that I found myself having to ride a bike

after nearly thirty years. 

It was a hair-raising experience. Three

of us, without helmets; it was nerve-

wrecking. All the associations came

flooding to mind. Robert Pirsig’s book

Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Mainte-

nance. Bob Dylan crashing his motor-

bike. For those fleeting

minutes I tried to practise

what the Zen practition-

ers call ‘mindfulness.’

Nothing worked. 

What does work is a bracing

drink of hot, piping coffee. Try it.

kaffeeklatsch@tribuneindia.com

The AAP scare
AAP's ascendance in Punjab (Kaf-

feeklatsch) is because of three factors: First,

Kejriwal, and his party leaders are seen to

be less rogue. Second, the party workers are

driven by an ideology, and many spend

from their own pockets (I have done so).

Third, AAP appears to be a plausible alter-

native to people who have suffered religion-

based politics and family rules.

COL RD SINGH ( RETD), AMBALA CANTT

II
The AAP has challenged the monopoly of

two parties in Punjab. The trend among

youngsters towards the new party was

almost one-sided as indicated by various

surveys. The support to the new outfit

was almost self-driven.

WG CDR JASBIR SINGH MINHAS (RETD.), MOHALI

III
I always relish 'Kaffeeklatsch' as khatta-

meetha (sweet & sour). Another luring offer

is 'join me for coffee.' I confess my igno-

rance about this offer. For, being over 90

years of age and having been indisposed for

some time, this temptation has not tickled

me. I look forward to the summer months

to know more about the piping hot coffee. 

COL PRITAM BHULLAR (RETD), CHANDIGARH 

Language and note ban 
There is a wise suggestion about the link

between the cashless economy and learning

English (Touchstones). Many such Apps are

already available. Before plunging the nation

into disruption following demonetization, the

PM and the Finance Minister should have

ensured the significance of knowing some

English for digital transactions. 

PK HANSPAUL, BATALA

II
Proficiency in teaching of English is

urgently required across all sections. A

beginning should be made in improving

the language teaching by introducing

specialized courses for would-be teachers

and those in service. NGOs having mem-

bers proficient in the language should

also be welcomed. 

DR S KUMAR, PANCHKULA

Gandhiji’s charisma
Books on Gandhi abound across the

globe. Natwar Singh suggests ('As I

Please') that Mahatma Gandhi approved

of the Partition plan whereas Rajinder

Sachar doesn't agree. Ram Manohar

Lohia's book Guilty Men of India's Parti-

tion gives a factual position. History will

not stop judging him in different time

frames. 

DR DEVINDER GARG, CHANDIGARH

II
Gandhiji, like Shakespeare, is the most

written about personality, asserts Natwar

Singh. Gandhi, frail in appearance, simple

in bearing, unassuming and austere to the

point of asceticism, sought to bridge the

gulf between the spiritual and temporal,

between the East and the West. It is futile

to compare Tagore with Gandhi. 

VIJAY SHEEL JAIN, LUDHIANA

‘Take my Word’
India too has many incarnations of

Goebbel who tantalize the gullible mass-

es and inveigle them into believing their

lies camouflaged with deceptive truths

(Proponents of propaganda go with

Goebbelsian lie'). Never has the exalted

office of the PM been denigrated to such

a level as it is today. Narendra Modi is

eulogizing himself and slandering oth-

ers. One wonders whether he is the PM of

the whole country or just the BJP.

BILAL AHMAD SHAMIM, QADIAN

Email your letters ■ Readers are 

invited to send their feedback to

sundayletters@tribunemail.com 

The mail should not exceed 150 words.

The world is so
complicated that it’s
better to contemplate
Dear Leader, who
beats Trump in the
way he carries the
system with him.
Every now and then
he also produces
'alternative facts'
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Harish Khare

MOCKINGBIRD
SABA  NAQVI

W
E must conclude that US Presi-

dent Donald Trump has beaten

Dear Leader at existing on a

plane where he operates with the use of

facts that no one else knows about. All that

Dear Leader has done lately is make

speeches in parliament as if he were in a

public rally, he's accused a former prime

minister of wearing a raincoat (nothing

wrong with the garment), a fellow MP of

imbibing liquor when he should be drink-

ing ghee (cheers to that), he's mentioned

dogs (remember the puppies who come

under cars?), and he's not even suggested

that his electoral opponents are about to

give quotas to Muslims as he once did

before a crucial election in Bihar. 

The most powerful man in the world has

however detected a conspiracy of gigantic

proportions that's not been hatched in

Moscow (because Putin is a friend) but by

liberals and the media in the US. Earlier

this week Donald Trump said that the

American media intentionally failed to

cover acts of terrorism around the globe.

“It's gotten to a point where it's not even

being reported,” he said in a speech to mil-

itary commanders. “And in many cases the

very, very dishonest press doesn't want to

report it. They have their reasons, and you

understand that.”

Do note the emphasis on the “very,

very” dishonest press. What the 'reasons”

could be is a matter of speculation, imag-

ination, mega conspiracy. There is indeed

a terrorist act that was not reported in the

US media probably because it never hap-

pened. That's called the massacre of

Bowling Green (a place in Ohio). This is

the incident that never happened but has

an entire Wikipaedia page dedicated to it

as senior White House aide to Trump,

Kellyanne Conway mentioned the 'mas-

sacre” in several interviews as justifica-

tion for the immigration and travel ban

from some Muslim countries. Conway

also uses the phrase “alternative facts” to

describe facts that people have a hard

time confirming. 

So we have a universe turned upside

down in the US where a White House aide

provides hard facts to confirm “facts”,

while it's the reality TV stars like Kim

Kardashian who now give the hard facts

on their social media feeds, along with the

sources of information listed below.

Here's a list that the dazzling lady put out:

'Number of Americans killed annually

by': Islamic Jihadist immigrants: 2; Far

right wing terrorists: 5; All Islamic

jihadist terrorists: 9 (including US citi-

zens); Armed toddlers: 21; Lightning: 31;

Lawnmowers: 69; Being hit by a bus: 264;

Falling out of bed: 737; Being shot by

another American: 11,737 Our celebrities,

do note, how beauty and brains can go

together in males and females.

Frankly, Trump is being given a pret-

ty rough time. Besides mega celebrities

registering protests, there are huge

gatherings against his immigration

policies across the US. The media has

been having a field day really tearing

Trump apart, lampooning him, and so

on. It's actually quite a treat to watch

Steven Colbert and other hosts of late

night shows, tear into Trump. 

Our not-so-brave troopers in the Indian

media are a downright bores in comparison.

When they shout the loudest it's usually

when they are making the argument for the

status quo and/or against Pakistanis.

Meanwhile, there's a theory that makes

absolute sense to me that Trump is being

hit hard not just because he is crazy, stu-

pid, awful and successful but because he

is an anti-system figure in his own way, as

Hillary Clinton would never have been, as

Barack Obama held out the promise of

being, but never was, and as the two

Bushes never were.

Let me confess that I have a perverse

view of the world and little interest in a

US visa as some of our great nationalists

have. I think it would be a great trade-off

if Trump promises to leave the world

alone as a price for not allowing the world

into the US. The not-so-crazy presidents

of that country have entered into bloody

wars and stoked conflicts that have

uprooted millions, (a few of whom do

want to go to the US). 

The world is so complicated that it's bet-

ter to contemplate Dear Leader, who beats

Trump in the way he carries the system

with him. Every now and then he also pro-

duces “alternative facts” but because he

says it is so some of us believe it is so. He

could certainly give Trump some lessons

on creating an alternative reality. 

Dear Leader is also ahead in the number

of twitter followers that stand at 27 million

while Trump has 24.3 million (a little more

than Shah Rukh Khan at 23.2 million).

Trump's twitter style is however more in

keeping with that of Delhi chief minister

Arvind Kejriwal. The US president keeps

tweeting feed and clips about fake news

and puts out polls that show how many

people agree with him in spite of what The

New York Times says.

Atime to seek ‘closure’ of 1984…

Dear Leader trumps Trump

ILLUSTRATIONS: SANDEEP JOSHI
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G.S.-02

 Government  committed  to  independent   

judiciary 

• Constitution  of  india  follows  separation  of 

power among legislative, judiciary, executive 

and its directive principle of state policy under 

article 50. Also it is fundamental principle of 

constitution that can not be alter 

• Recently  deadlock  between  judiciary  and 

executive  on  appointment  also  making  in 

news because judiciary has scrap NJAC on the 

base  of  sovereignty  and  executive  now  not 

ready  to  accept  memorandum of  procedure 

formed by the judiciary 
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 COPTA  act  and  role  of  media  in  its   

implementation     

• Cigarette and other tobacco product act have 

provision  about  showing  that  tobacco  is 

dangerous to health in film or TV show
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 Fears of student about Schools   

• Recent  survey  show  that  student  have  fear 

about safety in school most of fear are lack of 

toilet, lack of boundary wall, punishment and 

bullying are major threat 

 Right of women on pregnancy   
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• Supreme  court  in  judgment  reveled  that 

women  have  absolute  right  on  pregnancy, 

abortion etc.

• This is fundamental right as no one can forced 

women to take about decision 

• But social structure of the country prevent this 

from implementation because in india hardly a 

few women have right to take decision on its 

own 

• Reproductive  right  is  one  of  the  human 

fundamental right related to dignity of life 

G.S.-03

 India  successfully  tested  interceptor   

missile 

• India  tested  interceptor  missile  successfully 

by targeting another balastic shield missile 
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• Another missile launched from bay of Bengal 

as  mimicking enemy missile  and interceptor 

missile  launched  from  abdul  kalam  island 

destroyed enemy missile successfully 

• This  missile  indigenously  developed  by  the 

defense  research  and  development 

organization to combat target in endo and exo 

atmosphere 

 Infection from hospital   

• Survey told that when patient go to hospital 

return with more serious infection due to lack 

of the cleanliness in hospital 

• This  phenomena  is  called  hospital  acquired 

infection 

 Health story of rural india   www.IA
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• People  have  less  income  +  do  not  have 

awareness about importance of cleanliness > 

health  issue > people  not  going  to  hospital 

due  to  economic  constraint  >  more  serious 

infection 

• Rural  india  >  less  population  >  no  private 

hospital > government lack fund > no access 

to hospital > witch, quake doctor number are 

being increasing 

•  Low  government  funding  >  more  out  of 

pocket expenditure 

 Bank  now  in  position  to  lower  down   

rate : RBI

• In  last  monetary  policy  committee  meeting 

bank adopted accommodative trend to neutral 

trend 
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• RBI strongly old about possibility of the rate 

cut  due to  micro  economic  slow down after 

demonetization 

• NPA  also  becoming  major  problem  as  long 

gestation project  will  bear fruit  in  long term 

basis 

 SEBI give view of reform to be taken up   

during FY 2018

• Foreign investment promotion board has been 

scraped to make investment procedure more 

simple 

• Now all the work to be done with the online 

procedure  and  SEBI  will  work  toward  better 

cyber security to manage this complex system 

of the investment 

• Special focus for the SEBI in near future will 

be  commodity  market  to  make  it  more 
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competitive  to  give  farmer  reasonable  price 

and lower down core inflation  

 Rescue  by  human  chain  to  stranded   

whale 

• Recently lots of whale stranded from golden 

sea to coast of new Zealand and many found 

dead

• Environmentalist  and  volunteers  helping 

whale  to  return  in  golden  sea  nearly  200 

whale rescued by this way 

•  Whale  generally  found  in  group  while 

migrating to warm water and work on basis of 

SONAR techniques to find out its way 

• It  is  first  time  incident  of  whale  coming  in 

super pod[ big group] 
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