
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s forthcoming visit to Israel,
the first by an Indian premier since India recognised Israel in
1950 and formalised ties in 1992, is significant — in itself and
for not being twinned with a visit to Palestine. Last year, Presi-
dent Pranab Mukherjee had visited Ramallah, as well as Tel
Aviv. Modi’s visit openly acknowledges the value derived from
India’s multifaceted engagement with Israel — in defence, in-
telligence, pharma, water efficiency and technology — with-
out that being juxtaposed against solidarity with Palestine,
the building of illegal settlements by Israeli hardliners in wh-
ich India continues to oppose.

India is deepening its engagement with not just Israel but al-
so with Israel’s bête noire in the region,
Iran. India has to pursue its national in-
terest according to the logic of reality as it
exists rather than as per some ideological
scheme that made sense before the collap-
se of the Soviet Union. New Delhi has to
engage with countries at bilateral and
multilateral fora keeping its national in-

terest in mind, without diluting its commitment to broader
principles. In the course of the last two years, the Modi admi-
nistration has worked on buttressing its relations by identify-
ing areas of cooperation and collaboration with individual co-
untries in West Asia and the Gulf, extending the work of its
predecessor UPA government.

It has also reached out to strengthening its engagement with
the Organisation of Islamic Countries and the Gulf Co-opera-
tion Council. Israel is one of India’s three largest suppliers of
arms and weapons, a collaborator in countering terror. There-
fore, a focused outreach to Israel is welcome and open avowal
of a policy that had been pursued covertly in the past. The end
of subterfuge in relations with Israel is welcome.

Welcome New Chapter
in Indo-Israeli Ties
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India has been both a major source of and destination for global 
migrants: one-in-20 migrants worldwide were born in India,
according to Pew. Here are the top destinations…

Indian Migrants 

William Arthur Ward
Writer

“Adversity 
causes some 
men to break; 
others to break 
records.”

Election results? Really? 
Who cares about
election results?
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Total number of migrants out of India living abroad, in million*

Top 10 
destinations 1990 2015

UAE

Pakistan

US

Saudi Arabia

Kuwait

Oman

UK

Qatar

Canada

Nepal 0.45

**

3.50

2.00

1.97

1.89

1.06

0.78

0.65

0.62

0.78

**Less than 10,000 in 1990

*Cumulative stock as of indicated year

0.46

0.45

0.91

0.38

0.15

0.40

0.17

0.37

New American Prodigy
Could Spell Trouble
Two facets of American life have, in the past couple of deca-
des, become identified with nerdy Indians. One, of course, is
information technology, reinforced now by memes in popu-
lar culture. The other is spelling bees. With 14 national spell-
ing titles in the last 17 years going to Indian-American child-
ren, it has almost become de rigueur for the community. And
it has further cemented the image of desis being gifted with
super-capacious random access memories, capable of inter-
nalising the entire unabridged Oxford English Dictionary.
Now Indian techies’ supremacy may well be trumped by the
new US administration. However, even the other desi-domi-
nated segment, which is unlikely to be in the crosshairs of the
US government, looks set to be challenged as a new “spelli-
brity” has taken centre stage. She is not of Indian origin and
is, amazingly, only five years old. Even by Indian standards
of precociousness — a noun that she could probably spell wi-
thout a pause — Edith Fuller is a prodigy. That she is home-
schooled and a “natural” speller is even more praiseworthy.

What the entry of such a young enthusiast — of any ethni-
city — highlights is that the arcane human talent of spell-
ing, thought to be rendered redundant by the advent of spell-
check, will continue to thrive. That gives hope that human
aptitude will never be judged only by utility.

Edith Fuller could challenge desi
domination of spelling bees

The State Bank of India’s (SBI) move to reintroduce pe-
nalty on depositors who do not maintain a minimum ba-
lance in savings account is short-sighted. This is so for
three reasons. One, the justification offered, of having to
recoup the cost on no-frills Jan Dhan accounts, is less
than convincing. Two, if public sector banks (PSBs) are
seen to be mercenary in their treatment of customers,
depositors might well migrate to private banks that offer
superior returns, if not service, and deprive PSBs of the-
ir huge cushion of current and saving accounts (Casa).
Three, banks stand to lose goodwill, of which they will
need oodles, when their bad loans are restructured, inv-
olving haircuts and perceived concessions to defaulting
borrowers, deemed, for the most part, to be dodgy types.

Of the 27.84 crore Jan Dhan accounts opened so far, hol-
ding .̀ 64,228 crore, PSBs account for about four-fifths of
the number of accounts and of the deposits. With increa-
sing proportions of the government’s subsidy expendi-
ture being transferred to these accounts as cash, banks

stand to enjoy a float of a few lakh cro-
re. If they still feel they incur a net cost
on Jan Dhan accounts, they are welco-
me to satisfy a relevant committee of
Parliament that they deserve a budge-
tary subvention for performing this
public service. They should not endan-
ger their Casa cushion. Casa account

for about 47% of the total deposits in SBI and 37.4% of the
deposits in the other PSBs, yielding them a huge margin
between the rates offered on deposits and those charged
on loans. If penal charges force customers to do a hard
commercial comparison between PSBs and private ban-
ks — such as the payment banks that promise ubiquitous
access — and vote with their feet, PSBs would be left with
egg on their face, and some petty change in penalty col-
lections, of course.

These banks are sitting on a pile of bad loans that need
to be restructured. They also require more capital infusi-
on. When public money is used to bail out a bank, the pub-
lic is likely to be more kindly disposed towards a benign
fuddy-duddy who makes mistakes than towards a Shy-
lock who privileges tycoons.

A Myopic Move,
Public Sector Banks
Penal charges on customers will cost you dear

YOGACHARYA KUNDAN KUMAR

To attain jitendriyata is to ach-
ieve full control over one’s sen-
ses. This leads to what is called
God-realisation. In this control-
led state, all pain and suffering
cease permanently. The short-
est and most suitable path ord-
ained in this Kali Yuga is bhak-
ti yoga. This form of yoga, and
all others, come under astanga
yoga, or the eight-fold yoga, wh-
ich comprises the following:
�Yama, or ahimsa, satya as-
teya, brahmacharya and apari-
graha, meaning non-violence,
truthfulness, non-stealing,
continuous meditation or rem-
embrance by salutation to God
and non-accumulation of non-
essential things.
�Niyama, or sauch, santosh
tapas, swadhyaya and ishwara
pranidhana, meaning cleanli-
ness, both internal as well as
external, contentment, right-
ful penance, self-study and self-
surrender to God.
�Asana, or body postures in
the yogic tradition.
�Pranayama, or control of
prana. 
�Pratyahara, or withdrawal
of sense organs within.
�Dharana, or contemplation.
�Dhyana, or meditation.
	Samadhi, or total union with
God.

A practical thing to opt for is a
practice of the eight-fold yoga
with a special stress on bhakti
yoga. Bhakti yoga acquires gre-
ater potency when it combines
with some kriyas of astanga
yoga like trataka neti and its
various forms, according to
the needs of the practitioner.
However, all yogic kriyas sh-
ould be learnt and performed
under competent guidance to
avoid unpleasant results.

Happiness &
Bhakti Yoga

Trumpnomics and the H-1B imbrog-
lio have been hogging the limelight
and unsettling the bourses. India’s
diplomatic machinery has been gri-
nding away to find ways to save India
the resultant economic shocks. But
are we being myopic to turbulence?
Why are we incapable of seeing the
new American protectionism as the
right disruption dose to change our
focus and ways to lead the world?

Trumpnomics will probably kick-
start the decline of the US as we know
it. Getting back our best brains, train-
ed in the best institutes, will be the
biggest capital we can have to climb
to the pinnacle. In the short term, we
may see turbulence. But in the long
term, it will be the biggest gift from
President Donald Trump — provid-
ed we create the climate in India for
these brains to thrive. Instead of
copy-pasting everything that’s al-
ready out there, we should lead and
encourage others copying from us.

Although India boasts of one of
the largest education systems, with
over 600 universities and 35,000 col-
leges, enrolling over 17 million stud-
ents of which five million graduate
every year, we need much more for
the world’s largest young populati-

on. And we must recognise that we
do have a huge quality deficit. Every
year, over eight lakh Indian students
go abroad, at the cost of $10 billion in
foreign exchange annually.

At any point, there will be over
200,000 students in the US, the majo-
rity in postgraduate science, techno-
logy, engineering and mathematics
(STEM). While most Indians study-
ing abroad look for a decent job, Chi-
nese students explore and experi-
ment with education, since finances
are not an issue for them. China has
been able to attract them back to the
mainland for value creation. H-1B is
probably more impactful for Indi-
ans because of this difference.

China faced the same problems in
its higher education system some 20
years ago. It then decided to single-
mindedly focus on tackling them.
China’s flagship Project 211and Pro-
ject 985 solely aimed at building wor-
ld-class education systems inside
China. It invested upwards of $250
billion annually to develop human
capital. That resulted in some of the-
ir universities being in the top 50 of
the world. India, meantime, has none.
China is the third-largest education
hub in the world today after the US
and Britain. Countries like Singapo-
re, too, have built a good education
system to retain talent within and
attract the best from elsewhere.

The H-1B issue is the right push
for India. However, India will have to
take some concrete steps in terms of
policy. For starters, it will have to sh-
elve its ‘jugaad’ culture. We can learn
from other countries and the US’ Sil-

icon Valley to shape our own policy.
Startups, entrepreneurs, technolo-
gists, tech companies that are poten-
tial buyers, infrastructure, venture
capitalists and angels, supporting
legal and regulatory systems and
skilled human capital are the comp-
onents of a good ecosystem. In addi-
tion, places like Silicon Valley have
something more valuable: a risk-
taking culture.

Establishing an entrepreneurial
environment for small and medium
enterprises (SMEs) and facilitating
access to easy capital are keys to dri-
ving the ecosystem. This should also
include attracting the talent that will
be affected by the H-1B restriction.
Just copying the policies of success-
ful economies will, however, not bear

fruit. Our own context and trajectory
should be the marker: poor infrast-
ructure, low capability of product
development, weak capital and lab-
our markets, low quality of educati-
on system, regulatory gaps and cas-
te-class-gender-income inequalities.

India can do much better than oth-
er developing nations if policymak-
ers look at increasing cross-border
collaboration, building innovation
hubs comprising incubation and
accelerator centres, forming friend-
ly regulations, lowering barriers to
innovation through financial and
entrepreneurship incentives, re-
forming education policies and ali-
gning Make in India, Startup India
and Skill India.

First, GoI and Niti (National Insti-

tution for Transforming India) Aay-
og should walk the talk with an inn-
ovation agenda. Startup India and
innovation incentives can create a
pro-innovation mindset. But the
way the execution is done needs far
better governance for return on inv-
estment. The private sector and in-
dividuals should have better access
to funds, human capital and resear-
ch-oriented academia.

Second, there is no stop-and-start
in innovation policy. The governme-
nt should invest in driving the eco-
system and strengthen the linkages
between all the players within it to
see measurable results.

Federal and state funds as utilised
today are unlikely to bear fruit. Ins-
tead of funding various parties to
set up incubation centres, they sh-
ould look at setting up the mother of
all incubation centres — like the
Silicon Valley’s mach49 hub-and-
spoke model. Finally, the national
innovation policy should be tweak-
ed to attract Global-1000 to innovate
from here.

Going by the successes in different
countries, it is highly likely that Ind-
ia will leave its mark in the global in-
novation map by building the eco-
system. Perhaps Paulo Coelho has a
point, ‘When you want something,
the entire universe conspires to help
you achieve it.’ It seems Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi really wants
India to lead the world. After all,
Americans conspired to elect Tru-
mp, didn’t they?

The writer is co-founder, Medici Institute

Let’s Drain Brains Out of America
poke me The H-1B issue in the US provides the right push — and opportunity — for India

M Muneer

Yes, but it means going back to smelly India!

FI
LE

 P
H

O
TO

A
lmost 20 years ago, a path-
breaking infrastructure pr-
oject that connected India
like never before took off. In
more ways than one, the

Golden Quadrilateral highway net-
work has contributed in a major way
to our economy through increased
trade, mobility and accessibility.

This month, the blueprints of an
expressway just as important, if not
more, may finally become a reality.
The new highway goes beyond the
Golden Quadrilateral.

This not just connects major cities
but reaches the entire country, every
nook and corner, and touches every
single person within. Enter the go-
ods and services tax (GST).

The GST is nothing short of a super
expressway with the power to create
anational market that works equally
well for farmers in villages, families
and businesses in small towns, and
youngsters in corporate India. The
problem is that the toll gates are down.

As Parliament meets for the second
phase of the Budget session this mon-
th, legislations that bring the GST in-
to effect must be in the forefront. It’s
no longer just desirable but imperati-
ve if India is to emerge from the pre-
sent global economic rut as a more
powerful and equitable economy. Al-
ready, there are major headwinds for
the world economy from the US and
Europe to larger emerging economi-
es, and the failure to pass the GST
this session would release a deluge of

ambiguities towards consumers, bu-
sinesses and investors.

It is commendable that the central
and state governments have ironed
out the final few remaining details
over the past few days. By all indica-
tions, the July 1 launch date will be
met. GST is one of those rare econo-
mic reforms that enjoys multiparti-
san support and has been worked
upon by successive governments.

It is also reflective of the follies of
current indirect taxes, with over a
dozen central and state levies chok-
ing interstate trade, and have led to
imprecise classification of products
and services, high cost of complian-
ce and the cascading effect on prices
from taxes on taxes. The value added
tax (VAT), introduced in 2005, intend-
ed to fix many of those ills. But it
achieved little in its diluted, uneven
form with states setting their own
rules and rates.

SMEs’ Place Under the Sun
With the GST, we have the chance to
relegate all of that to history. A pro-
duct can then move from Kashmir to
Kanyakumari without fear of doub-
le taxation or having to comply with
state-by-state tax laws. Producers will
find it easier to maintain accounts as
it’s all digital, and consumers even-
tually benefit from lower, uniform
prices across the country.

The entry restrictions we face for
e-commerce goods in over a dozen
states will also be a thing of the past.
In fact, the tax predictability will add
to millions of formal jobs, besides
raising productivity, output and con-
sumption — all positive factors that
could raise GDP by around 2 percen-
tage points.

India’s destiny lies in services, dom-
estic consumption and small and me-
dium enterprises (SMEs), unlike Ch-
ina’s manufacturing and exports-fu-
elled growth. With the GST, SMEs can

hope for a boost to their business.
They can scale up without fears of tax
complexity or predatory regulation.
They can even hire more and pay mo-
re wages as the tax incidence reduces.

SMEs are our best bet if we have to
empower millions of our youngsters
to find work and lift millions more
from the clutches of extreme poverty.
So, government policies must work
in their favour, even if SMEs lack a
collective voice or tend to yield low
bargaining power.

To that end, the provision of tax
collected at source (TCS) actually
works against SMEs that want to ex-
pand by selling online. It mandates
that online marketplaces — not tra-
ditional, offline retailers — must de-
duct a percentage of the amount pay-
able to sellers and remit it to the gov-
ernment, which sellers can claim cre-
dit for at a later stage.

While the decision to cap TCS at
1% is a welcome move, the provision
in itself throws up new challenges
for SMEs, especially those operating
on thin margins.

Besides, TCS chips away at one of
the GST’s core principles: that it wo-
uld be industry-agnostic. TCS also
counters GoI’s digitisation drive.

If, for example, a mobile shop own-
er in Ludhiana sells a phone screen
guard worth .̀100 through an e-mark-
etplace, the GST draft law states that
.̀1should be withheld from the seller
as TCS. However, if he has only earn-
ed .̀ 5 from the sale, implying a not-
unusual 5% margin, the TCS freezes
20% of his working capital. Multiply
that by crores of rupees and the num-
ber is staggering.

The Tax Trap
TCS is not only a disincentive for sell-
ers to move online, making a part of
their operations formal with clear
audit trails, it also wrongly assumes
they favour tax evasion when selling
online. If the objective is to increase
compliance, the 1% rate can arguab-
ly be pruned down to 0.25%. That wo-
uld be equally effective.

The next phase of the country’s
growth is likely to come from the mil-
lions of SMEs closer to ‘real India’.
By empowering SMEs through a fav-
ourable GST, we can reach the levels
of society that are yet to reap the be-
nefits of globalisation.

The writer is executive chairman,
Flipkart

Let’s Hit the Road, Jack
GST is the super expressway India must take to become an economic superpower

Eyes on the road, hand upon the wheel

Sachin Bansal

SMEs are our best bet if we have to empower millions
of our youngsters to find work and lift millions more
from the clutches of extreme poverty
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Devi Prasad

This is an idealistic scenario. We suffer from
lack of facilities and shortage of committed
teachers right from primary school. Millions
of graduates and postgraduates don’t have
employable skills. Many state universities
languish for lack of funds whereas the few
centrally funded institutes suffer from lack
of direction. A complete overhaul will take
years if it is started today on a war-footing.

Sundaram Ramaswamy

The ecosystem and our attitudes need a sea
change to take advantage of the opportunity:
(a) willingness to accept failure as a stepping
stone, (b) cheap cronyism blocking merito-
cracy, (c) unwillingness to reform law and
justice, (d) super-inefficient governance
inspired by decades of Nehruvian methods
encouraging corruption, and (e) education
system dogged by nepotism and parochial-

ism killing any scope for advancement of
research and intellectual property creation.

Shahnawaz A

A fascinating look at the latest in disruption
economics. First, Trump’s grandstanding is
perhaps just that. The corporate forces in the
states have too much skin in the game that
their vested interests will prevail. Second,
for every step we take forward, the overwh-
elming darkness of our own incompetencies

weighs us down inexorably. Third, the smart
and self-centred youth will simply look at
other greener pastures to ply their wares
and realise their own existential nirvana.

Readers React More comments on economictimes.com

POKE ME appears every Saturday.
The article first appears on
www.economictimes.com
every Thursday. Do check
what we poke you next with
on March 16

Self-Defeating
Move by Banks
Some banks have declared they
would charge .̀150 for fifth cash
transaction in a month. The
measure is self-defeating as the
depositors would be forced to
open accounts in more and
more banks or in the branches
of the same bank to escape pe-
nal charges. So, the latest fiat
by banks is clearly a retrogra-
de step benefiting none. Neith-
er the bank deposits would in-
crease nor the customers wou-
ld be forced to switch to cash-
less transactions. The measure
needs to be scrapped at once.

M R KARYAKARTE
Pune
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