Free LPG or more LPG?

The answer to that will determine whether PM
will go in for more populism or more reforms

hough the 500-pointrally in the Sensex after

I the BJP’s sweep in Uttar Pradesh means the

stock markets expect the freshly-empow-

ered government to unleash a new set of reforms,

another set of analysts are worried about a fresh

bout of populism from a prime minister who is, of

late, talking more of helping the poor—even de-

SUNIL JAIN monetisation was packaged as a pro-poor mea-
sure—than heis of economic growth.

Indeed, after the UP victory, sections of the ruling party talked of
how the central government’s ability to provide free LPG connections
to50lakhruralpoor,toelectrify morevillages (1,464 inlasttwo yearsvs
26 in 2010-14 under BSP and SP) and provide a 20% hike in power sup-
plies in the state is what convinced voters of how they would get a bet-
ter deal under a BJP dispensation in the state.

The metric of free LPG, of course, best symbolisesthe choice before
prime minister Narendra Modi. No one doubts the success of his
#GiveltUp programme and the dramatic impact on women’s health
when LPG replaces firewood for cooking, but at 32,000 crore for the
year, the government’s budget to provide free LPG across the country
is vastly constrained. While encouraging private sector players is
clearly the answer to providing LPG connections to everyone in rural
areas—just see how limited India’s phone penetration was when
MTNL/BSNL were the only players—no private players will come in
aslongasthe governmentgivesfree LPGasitdoesrightnowunderthe
Ujjwala scheme.

This tussle between reform and populism is Modi’s challenge. The
fact the government is talking of merging ONGC with HPCL while it
should beselling off an HPCL or aBPCLto create genuine competition
inthemarketsuggestsreformsonthebackburner—rightnow, withno
land available in cities, private competitors like Reliance and Essar
canonly set up petrol pumps on highways.

Whetherthenew BJP government in Uttar Pradesh waives off farm
loans to small and marginal farmers, as it promised during the elec-

tions, will be another test of populism-vs-

Govt can’t prOVIde reforms. At 386,000 crore, the exposure of
LpG.for.a“ ill rural PSU banks to agriculture in UP—a fourth
. of allloans aretothefarmsector—isvery
areas _IUSt as large. Apartfromthefactthatthe state ex-
BSNL couldn’t chequer can’t possibly bear the burden of
= - waiving off even a fraction of this—the
WIth phones SO share given to small/marginal farmers—
need pvt players, this will set off copycat demands in other
bllt gOVt’S free LPG states and encourage farmers to stop re-
makes i : unviable payingloans and wait for a change in gov-

ernmentevery five years.
for them. That’s What makes the populism-vs-reforms
= = A tradeoff all the more stark is that while it
MOdI S ChOICE. isclear Modineedstoincrease investment
Reformyvs levels in the economy for growth to pick
Populism up, this cannot happen till the bad loan
problems of banks are fixed—any large-
scale farm-loan waiver will only worsen

the situation for banks.

While the government has tried to boost government—including
PSUs—capex, this cannot possibly do the trick. While government
capex rose from 7.1% of GDP in FY14 to 7.4% in FY16, this wasn’t
enough to stop overall capex falling from 31.2% t029.2%—FY17 capex
isestimated tofall furtherto26.9% though a public-private sector split
isnot available.

The growth-vs-dole tradeoff, of course, was most stark during the
2014 elections which Modi swept. At that point, the UPA’s Food Securi-
ty Actpromised 5kgof vastly subsidised graintotwo-thirds of the pop-
ulation—that worked out to 375-500 per family per month. If people
still voted for Modi, it was because, if growth and jobs picked up, this
was the kind of money families could earn in just one to two days.

While the government’s efforts have, sofar, largely been fixed on re-
pairingthe plumbing—pluggingleakages in social sector expenditure,
spending more on irrigation and crop insurance, for instance—it will
require more toreally kick off fresh investments. Rahul Gandhi’s jibe
of suit-boot-ki-sarkaar, for instance, isprobably the reason for why the
government has not taken too many pro-corporate initiatives. For two
years, itrefused to free prices of natural gas, and thisresulted inan in-
vestment famine in the oil/gas sector. In telecom, its inability to cor-
rect artificially boosted spectrum prices has ensured the sector is
down on its knees.

Andthebadbank, socritical to clean up the balance sheets of banks
and corporates haslanguished sofar for the same reason of being con-
strued as pro-business — with the bulk of investment during the go-go
years of thelate 2000s coming from firms that are highly leveraged to-
day, thisisthe biggest block to investment growth.

Eveninthefarmsector,socriticalforjobscreation, the government
has been unable to really free the sector and its continued reliance on
government-led procurement to stimulate growth has backfired. In
Uttar Pradesh, farmer-dues on sugarcane have already reached 36,200
crore due to faulty state-advised-prices (SAP) that keep the price of
sugarcane artificially high—the dues are 32,500 crore, though, when
calculated on thebasis of the central government’s fair-and-remuner-
ative-price (FRP). During the election campaign, Modi mocked
Akhilesh Yadav for the huge dues but if the BJP government is to con-
tinue the same SAP policies, the sugar industry/farmers will take an-
other hit. In many ways, the BJP’s actions in Lucknow will indicate
whether populism or reforms will be the new mantra in New Delhi.

EYEING SPACE

The radar tech Nasa used to locate Chandrayaan-I
can be used to make space travel safer

FINDING Chandrayaan-I, which was “lost”
since August 2009, initsorbitaroundthe moon
isthe newest feather in Nasa’s cap. Butitisthe
technique that enabled the find that is truly
revolutionary. Scientists used ground-based
radar technology, i.e., sending microwave
beams andlisteningto echoes, totrack thelost
device orbiting the moon. Not only could they find the spacecraft,
they could alsodetermineits speed and orbit. Nasahasalready been
using this technology to communicate with Voyager-I spacecratft,
which hasreached the edge of the solar system, but it was never, un-
tilnow, used todiscoveranon-functional orbiter.Infact, the only oth-
er time this was used to discover Nasa’s lunar reconnaissance or-
biter, but even then, the spacecraft was operational.

With companies and countries sending more space missions and
satellites into orbits, the technique can help in providing interplane-
taryradar investigationstoensurethat objectsdon’t collide in space.
Though limited to moon so far, it can perhaps be used in the case of
other planets, ensuringthereisnoovercrowding of space. Moreover,
with ground radars having the ability to track lunar orbits, space
travel cancertainly becomealotsafer. Asmany companieslikeTesla,
Amazon, etc, eye spacetravel asabusiness pursuitin thefuture, they
too could use ground radar toreassure their passengers.
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BJP's UP sweepis made of this

Modi’s charisma, Shah’s organisational genius, local party structure, overarching vision, aspirational voters

hat an election it has

been! More than 310

seats for the BJP in

Uttar Pradesh. Did

anyone even dream
of thisscenario? These once-in-a-gen-
eration results in the just concluded
assembly elections for five states, and
more specifically UP, have estab-
lished what can be described as anew
normal in Indian politics. That new
normalisthis: The BJPunderthehis-
toric leadership of prime minister
Narendra Modiand theorganisation-
al master-class of Amit Shah has es-
tablished itself as the preeminent po-
litical party of India—the party that
caters to the aspirations of every sec-
tion of Indians.

Whileeach stateelectionisof equal
importance, the results in UP have a
special significance, if for no other
reasonthanthesheerlegislative num-
bers the state brings to the national
polity—80 seats in Lok Sabha, 31 seats
in the Rajya Sabha and an important
say in determining the presidential
elections. But, what is it that the BJP
didin UPthathascoloured the state so
completely saffron? After all, remem-
ber that even at the peak of the Ram
Mandir movement, the state did not
vote this decisively and with this con-
sistency for the BJP. Is there some-
thing about the BJP’s UP model that
canactasatemplate?

Essentially, the BJP’s UP model
can be described as the Panchva Tat-
va Model—a perfect pentagon where
each arm worked in harmony with
the others and delivered a model wor-
thy of emulation.

The first tatva of this arm is the
most obvious—the charisma of
Narendra Modi. How else can one de-
scribe the phenomenon where just
months before an election result, a
leader says that unlike others, I will
not take a populist decision but I will
demonetise 86% of India’s currency
which will inconvenience you, and yet
the people vote for him like they have

never voted before for
anyone? UP has also es-
tablished, in some senses
emphatically, what peo-
ple most like about Mo-
di—his decisiveness
when it comes tonational
interest. Be it driving his
team extra hard, round-
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booth committees as the
driving force of micro
management was a con-
cept still to take hold in
the UPBJP.

By the 2014 elections,
under him, the BJP had
booth committees in 37%
of the critical booths.

the-clock, todeliveringal- ANIL BALUN| Thisnumberincreasedto
most 2 crore LPG connec- 87% by 2017. In addition,
tionsinlessthanayear,to the entire state was divid-
delivering a body blow to gn ed into 82 district units,
the cancer of black mon- One speCIflc 1,463 mandals and 9,933
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ing a new benchmark, established the concepto
thfough the surgical mOdeI has ) Panna Pramukhs b at
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himself hiding in the

safety of the barracks.

Modi, instead, is a general who leads
from the front.

The second tatva is the organisa-
tional genius of Amit Shah and his
ability to identify talent. He estab-
lished this in 2014 when he was in
charge of the state.In2017,asnational
president of BJP, he has shown that
not only has he cemented his past suc-
cessmodel butalsothathelearnsfrom
every experience. Within the span of
less than three years since 2014, more
than12]lakh new members were added
to the BJP, thereby increasing its so-
cial base across the state. But Shah’s
lasting contribution to the BJP’s elec-
tion machinery must be establishing
theimportance of boothmanagement.
Before Shah was sent to UP in 2013,

BJP’s machinery is the

local organisational
structure. This meant on the one
hand that out of the 403 constituen-
cies, there was not even a single con-
stituency which wasnottouched by at
leasttwomajor star campaignersand
on the other ensuring that the entire
state party leadership worked as one.
The first was achieved by the bril-
liantly crafted Parivartan Yatras. The
yatra touched every nook and corner
of the state, helped mobilise the
cadre, and establish mass contact
rightatthe grassrootslevel. And how
didthe BJPachievethe second—iron-
ically, by not declaring a CM candi-
date. In this respect, UP has actually
demolished the construct that one
cannot win a big state without a pre-
declared face. Indeed, the BJP has es-

tablished that in a state where there
are many claimants for the top posi-
tion, all of whom have come up the
ranks by a democratic process and
not through dynastic succession, not
declaring a face helps. It worked in
Maharashtra, and Haryana earlier,
and now has worked so demonstrably
in UP as well.

The fourth tatva is complementing
this ground work by an overarching
vision. The manifesto the BJP re-
leased was not only comprehensive
and forward-looking, but as with all
things BJP, under this new leader-
ship, it wasdesigned and presented in
an attractive manner as well. It was
no longer a dreary boring document
that had to be released just to com-
plete the paperwork. Instead, top
brainsof the party,in Lucknow and in
Delhi, went into first drafting it and
thendesigningand presentingit. And
as has been the new norm in the BJP,
inputs were also invited from the peo-
ple of UP, and more than 30 lakh in-
puts werereceived.

The fifth and last tatva of the BJP
model has perhaps been its most potent
and with the most long-term appeal—it
has established a “class” of BJP voters
when all others were vyingfor caste vot-
ersorvotersonthebasisof religion. The
BJP’s appeal was simple—if you are
looking for a better future for yourself
and your children, then as a class, vote
for us, irrespective of the caste, sub-re-
gion or religion you belong to. The local
leadership line of the party established
this class model as well—from Rajnath
Singh to Kalraj Mishra to Keshav
Prasad Maurya to Yogi Adityanath. Be-
tween them, they represented the
widest swathe of the state’s population.

If 2014 started the era of Modi, then
after this round of election results, it
can be stated without a doubt that the
era has not only just begun but that it
hasalongand glorious future, notjust
for the BJP but for the country as well.

Theauthor is spokesperson, BJP

All hands on deck for GST

There is still a window to remove the flaws that make the GST regime an imperfect one

The last GST Council meeting (the
eleventh since the Council's inception),
though scheduled for two days, got con-
cluded inaday as therevised CGST and
IGST Laws were approved by the Coun-
cil. The proceedings turned out to be
very productiveand many adecisionre-
garding composition scheme for small
hotels and restaurants, raising the cap
of GST rate to 40% (CGST+SGST), etc,
were taken at the meeting. In the next
meeting, scheduled for March 16, the
SGST Law and the Union Territories
GST (UTGST) Law would be discussed
andagreed upon. Whilethefour Central
laws, namely CGST, IGST, UTGST and
GST Compensation Bill would be ap-
proved by the Union Cabinetbeforethey
are presented in Parliament, respective
stateassemblieshavetopasstheir SGST
Laws with simple majority. This might
pose a big challenge for the July 1, 2017,
deadlineasall the statesneed topassthe
SGST Law in their respective assem-
blies as also notify the rules and forms
well before the implementation date. As
itisseennow, itmight be aphotofinish!

In all the melee, the crucial discus-
sion on GSTrates is yet to happen. Also,
the changestothe CGST andIGST Laws
as agreed upon by the Council have not
been shared with industry, clearly to
save time on one more round of repre-
sentations. In fact, it would be prudent
to share these changes now as the sug-
gestions, if any are to be made to the
CGST Laws, need to be reflected in the
SGSTLawsaswell intoto.If thechanges
suggested by industry to the CGST law
arereflected in the draft SGST laws be-

LETTERS TO
THE EDITOR

UP polls and Hindutva’s hold

The election results in the politically significant
states of Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand—a
clean sweep for the BJP akin to 2014—have
shown that the overarching appeal of Hindutva is
still undiminished. A strong undercurrent of sup-
port for Hindutva cutting across caste bound-
aries was writ large on BJP’s runaway victories in
these two states. Nobody wants to take away
from BJP’s landslide victories, but it could not
have achieved them without overt and covert
appeal to religious sentiment. As a centre of de-

fore they get presented in
therespective state assem-
blies, uniformity in both
the Laws can be main-
tained easily. Else, it would
be a long drawn logistical
process to carry out the
amendments in each and
every SGST Law after it is

ital goods used for provid-
ing services, which hither-
to was not allowed as they
were not subjected to state
VAT. Similarly, all traders
in goods who were ineligi-
ble to take credit of CEN-
VAT paid on input services
in the current service tax

passed by the state legisla- RAHUL regime would be able to
tures. Thismightdelay the RENAVIKAR claim input tax credit of
roll out of the GST. GST paid on input services
bated breath for the drat The rate " Thess and many such
GST ratesto be announ(_:ed. structureneeds examples can be cited
of remsone. Most of the t0beanmounced  LTHE IR IR
businessesinIndiafirmup SOO0N AS put costs. However, busi-
ienbudzesTortenett - companieswill - neveshavespont e
beginningof thenewfinan- I'IGEd to make the switch over to the GST.
cial year. These budgetsin-  corresponding Many have been working
e adjustmentsto %5 son b o
expenditure budgets, etc, their business ing of staff, changing IT
arong oter budacts I modelsand - ysoms, inereasad con
estimating the GST compo- bUdgetS key incremental expenses

nents on various products

and services in the absence

of any formal communica-

tion from the government. On top, an an-
ti-profiteering clause has been added in
the Model GST Law which would compel
taxpayers to pass on the benefits arising
outof loweringof GSTrateorincreasein
input tax credits to customers. Now, it is
apparent that all the service providers
would be getting incremental input tax
creditof theSGSTpaidoninputsandcap-

votion, ‘religion’ has proved to be far more po-
tent than ‘caste’ and propelled the saffron party
to power in Lucknow and Dehradun. No matter
whether it mounts a ‘vikas campaign’ or a ‘com-
munal campaign’ or blends them in right pro-
portion, BJP wins resoundingly - a paradox of
contemporary Indian politics. Even the distress
due to the demonetisation drive did not dent
BJP’s attraction to the common herd. Like it or
not, the political complexion of the country has
now changed to saffron. Just take a look at the
‘political map’ to be awakened to the geograph-
ical spread of the saffron hue. The phenomenal
rise of Hindu Right without even the pretensions
to inclusiveness (BJP did not field a single Muslim
candidate) puts a big question mark over India’s
continued existence as a secular democracy.
The ‘saffron surge’ is in inverse proportion to the

incurred/to be incurred

by businesses in embrac-

ing GST. Can these expens-
esbeoff-setagainstthesavingsaccruing
dueto GSTratesand GST credits? What
is the proportion of the savings that
needs to be passed on to various class of
customers? Before introducing such a
clause,allthefacetsneedtobedeliberat-
edanddiscussed. Itisestimated thatnot
less than 6 million taxpayers would be
registered under GST. One can imagine

shrinking space for secular politics. Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi has become a hugely popu-
lar leader by virtue of Hindu nationalism that he
represents. His symbolically significant ges-
tures like visiting temples, feeding cows, his cry
for equal funds for kabristanand shamshanand
juxtaposing his janma bhoomi (Gujarat)and
karma bhoomi (UP) with those of the mytholog-
ical figure Ram (UP and Gujarat respectively)
worked on the majority of the voters to favour
his party. There was no mistaking the message in
his blatant display of piety on the eve of the elec-
tions. At this rate, NaMo tsunami that shows no

the magnitude of this clause and the
mechanism that would be required to
track compliance of the same.

That India would be implementing an
imperfect GST, wherein crucial sectors
likeoil &gas, electricity,havebeenleftout
of the GST net and they have to continue
with the perils of the complex indirect
structurethatwecurrently have,isafore-
gone conclusion. The GST dream and the
promisemade morethanadecadeagoon
bringing in a flawless GST has withered
awayovertheyears,owingtovariouscon-
cessionsanddeliberationstobringevery-
oneonboard. However, thereisstillawin-
dow to correct many flaws and this can
makethe GSTlessimperfect.Itisuptothe
rejuvenated government to reconsider
its earlier decisions and make quick
amends. Especially, the decisions which
were insisted upon by the states can be
relooked now that the majority of the
states have become like-minded. Surely
India deserves a much better version of
the GST when the wait has been of more
thanadecade?

The achievements of the Council in
suchashorttimeare certainlylaudable.
In order to get the ball rolling faster on
GST,allstakeholdersnowneed toswitch
to the top gear and ensure that they get
things done without any further delay.
Now that the dust of the poll results in
five states has settled, all hands now
need to be on the deck for implementing
GSTonduly1,2017!

Theauthor ismanaging director;
Acuris Advisors Put. Ltd.
Views arepersonal

sign of receding is sure to sweep Gujarat, Mad-
hya Pradesh and Karnataka and see the incum-
bent Prime Minister through in 2019. Nonethe-
less, the phenomenon of resurgence of religion
subsuming the bread-and-butter issues of poli-
tics is not the end of history or the end of the
struggle for the soul of India, secularism and so-
cial justice. The excitement and the unsup-
pressed smile of TV anchors and reporters, most
of whom hail from privileged social back-
grounds, have betrayed their political leanings.
G David Milton

Maruthancode (Tamil Nadu)
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VINAYAK CHATTERJEE

Lightning speed

As perRECdata 12,145 villages electrified out of promised 18,452in 1000
days (i.e.by May 1st2018.) Promise withingrasp. Good luck !

Spreading light to the remotest villages

The Rural Electrification Corporation data shows that these villages—located in
19 states—have been electrified in 510 days. Of the 5,559 villages that are still
dark, a majority are in north-eastern states like Arunachal Pradesh (1,229) and
Assam (945), as also eastern states like Odisha (848), Jharkhand (858), Bihar
(570) and Chhattisgarh (464).

April16to Jan 17 data ~ Renewables contributed 5.7% of India’s energy
prodn. Butrenewables growthis 26% vis a vis 5% of conventional.

Calculations by RN Nayak (ex CMD PGCL) ~4 millionres rooftop installations
needed to achieve solar targets. Mass movement necessary.

Rising renewables

Renewables is the driving force of energy productionin India. However, the total
solarinstallation till date stands at 9,000MW, with rooftop panels accounting for
1,020MW. The target set by the governmentis about 1,500MW in FY17. The
balance 38,500MW needs to be installed over the next 5-6 years.

Regional air connectivity set to takeoff. Along with UDAN scheme, Cabinet
clears ¥4500 cr packageto rejuvenate 50 unserved airports.

50 unserved airports to be revived

The Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs (CCEA) has cleared the project
which aims to revive 50 unserved and underserved airports. Fifteen
airports/airstrips each would be revived during 2017-18 and 2018-19, while 20
would be taken up during 2019-20.

Parliamenttold 20 of 44 hydro-electric power projects (>25 MW) under
implementation are stalled ~ aggregating to 6329 MW. That's large!

Stressed hydro projects a cause for concern

According to power minister Piyush Goyal, a staggering amount of 230,147 crore
has already been spent on these stressed 20 hydro projects. He also added that
the government has sanctioned the proposal regarding basin-wise
reassessment of hydro potential in the country.

India’s untapped Municipal Bond market: USA raises $300 billion ‘Munis’ per
yr.Cumraiseinindia =%1750crs till date. SmartCities?

Bonds of urban development

The importance of raising funds through municipal bonds cannot be
overemphasised. The richest municipal body of India, the Brihanmumbai
Municipal Corporation, earned 33% of its revenue in 2015-16 from octroi, which
will go away once the goods & services tax (GST) is introduced.

Hyd Metro mngmnt expects entire72km project tobeready by June 2018.
No meanfeat considering huge challenges faced on various fronts.

Light at the end of the metro tunnel

An 11-km stretch of the Hyderabad Metro project is expected to be completed by
mid-2017, and another 18-km stretch by the end of this year. This, despite many
challenges, including right of way issues and mass litigation.

Congratulations to Delhi Airport for being ranked 2nd Bestin world by
Airports Council Intlinthe40million+ passengers/annum category.

Delhi airport’s mega achievement

Inasignificantachievement, the Delhi International Airport Limited’s (DIAL’s)
Airport Service Quality (ASQ) score increased from4.96in 2015t04.99in 2016,
taking itto the second-best airport globally, only after Incheon in South Korea.

Greenorder: SuprCourt has said thatindustries that do not have effluent
treatment plants will not be allowed to run.Implementability?

Supreme Court slams polluting industries

The Supreme Court has directed all industrial units to have their primary effluent
treatment plants up and running in three months. Failure to comply would result
in disconnection of power.

—Vinayak Chatterjeeis Chairmanof Feedback Infra

His Twitter handle: @Infra_VinayakCh

A weekly selection of theauthor’s tweets—

witha brief backgrounder—intheinfra space, by Adite Banerjie
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Are Chinese women still

holding up half the sky?

As ‘top down’ mandate flails and social attitudes remain entrenched, the market
takes its toll on the quarter century of hard-won rights of Chinese women

ANURAG
VISWANATH

EVERAL shocking cases
out of China in the recent
past—from rape to domes-
tic violence to social stig-
ma attached to single
women called the ‘sheng nu’ or left-
over women—may be few and far be-
tween, but indicative of the massive
social upheavalin China where afew
decades ago this would have been un-
thinkable. China has long been ap-
plauded as where women ‘hold up
half thesky’.Isthatslogannowablur
of acryfromthepast? Clearly,whatis
falling flat is, as China-hand Jude
Howell noted, “the gendered effects
of an increasingly globalised and
marketised economy and society.”

Cases such as that of a pregnant
10-year-old Chinese girl by a 20-year-
old man who met her online, a 12-
year-old pregnant girl who had been
trafficked into China from Vietnam
and sold to a 35-year-old man, a 15-
year-old Chinese girl with two chil-
dren born of rape, raped by a 74-year-
old man (Sixth Tone, 2016) and, of
course, the documentary ‘Hooligan
Sparrow’(2016), which chronicled an
activist’s effort to get justice for six
schoolgirls raped by their principal
in 2013 in Hainan, have taken the
country by storm.

These would shock China’s revo-
Iutionary forefathers who en-
shrined gender equality in the Con-
stitution (1954), forced women out of
the kitchens and highlighted the
productive role of women in the
state—at some cost: single dress
code and assuaging women that

they were the same asmen.
Socialist China had its paradoxes,
but violence against women was
nothing short of an aberration and
abomination of the lowest kind. The
mandate for gender equality came
‘top down’ and filtered right down to
the bottom viarevolutionary models
such as the ‘Iron Girls’ who could
play basketball, fix wires, work at a
factory and yet naturally take stock
of domestictasks. That dissipated in
market times, where the desexu-
alised, androgynous woman went
out of the window and in came the
fashionable, west-
ernised woman who
could still naturally
be the ‘virtuous wife

In post-socialist China,
with socialism and

The pressure for girlstomarry ex-
ists in India, which we all know
about, and sadly in Chinatoo. Sociol-
ogist Leta Hong Fincher has noted of
the pressure—even the All China
Women’s Federation (ACWF) web-
site (in 2011) extolled women to get
married lest they miss the bus, say-
ing “...as women age, they are worth
less and less, so by the time they get
their MA or PhD, they are already
old, like yellowed pearls.”

Many dating websites have mush-
roomed. It is well-known that big
citiesin China(Shanghai)or smaller
ones (Nanjing) often have ‘marriage
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markets’, which in recent years have
turned into a curious spectacle of
sorts for tourists. In Shanghai’s Peo-
ple’s Park, ageing parents congre-
gate to put up posters/pictures of
their children on parasols or on the
notice board. Alaminated sheet with
a photograph describes hobbies, in-
come and age. ‘Leftover’ women are
often delicately coerced by their fam-
ilies to look for a groom at such infor-
mal marriage markets.
Therehasbeenaspurtindomestic
violence.In2011,thehigh-profilemul-
timillionaire Li Yang (the founder of
Crazy English, a
school that imparts
English education)
was found guilty of
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reproductive and do- in the open are cases pictures with the
ey of rape, molestation, "IN
II’s adv’ertisement domestic violence and gal history as it high-
which  nighlightes ne SoCial stigma of | BOACEREEE
the predicimeit of “Ieft-over” women ruled.infavour of the
single women in Chi- victim (2015) and led

na(over27yearsof age), theso-called
leftover women—who, like their In-
dian sisters, bear the cross of being
singled out as marginalised rejects.
The advert was an intimate look at a
cross-section of women who were
singleforvariousreasons, who want-
edtolivelifeontheirowntermswith-
outmakingcompromises, yetdispar-
aged as losers who had failed to get
married. Shockingly, a Chinese offi-
cialwritingforagovernment-backed
newspaper in China called Tai-
wanese President Tsai Ing-wen ‘ex-
treme’ because she was single, as he
generously explained. Perhaps this
comment was born more out of the
current animosity between China
and Taiwan, and he was playing loy-
alisttothehilt.

to the enactment of a national law
against domestic violence (which
cameintoeffectin2016). Butjustdays
beforethelaw cameintoeffect, the 24-
year-old LiHongxia was strangled by
her husband (whom she had earlier
accused of domestic violence)—yet
another tragedy.

In post-socialist China, such cases
have come to the fore, reflecting ei-
ther of the two realities—that these
are nothing new, but were unreport-
ed, orthatthisisanewreality innew
times and climes. Either way, it does
notreflect well on arising China.

It is hard to quantify the in-
crease/decreaseof rapeand violence
in Chinabecause of thethindata. Be-
yond the increased reporting, there
are anumber of cases which are sim-

BIT BY BIT

Driving driverless

The quest for an autonomous car has now
reached a driverless truck

NANDAGOPAL
RAJAN

T San Francisco’s Pier 90, chock-
Aa-block with cargo vehicles, it is
pretty tough for any truck to
stand out. But a white Volvo truck with
Ottoemblazoned on it is the centre of at-
tention. This is the next big thing in au-
tomated cars and has already shown its
mettle by delivering a consignment of
Budweiser beer in Colorado, without a
driver controlling it on the freeway:.
Uber is one of the many companies
thinkingintermsof driverlesscar. While
CEOTravisKalanick saysautomated ve-
hicles are “existential” for the ride-hail-

ing company'’s future, he is not alone in
therace to drive without drivers. Just in
the US, atleast 23 companies—including
Tesla, Google and Volkswagen—have
registered in autonomous vehicle pro-
grammes. The idea that fuels this cut-
ting-edge technology is pure economics,
atthe end of the day. Cars suffer from se-
rious issues of inefficiency as they sit
idle95% of thetime. Consideringthatthe
world has 1,200,000,000 cars, this is ineffi-
ciency at a gargantuan scale. Add to this
the fact that cars amount for 22% of all
emissionsglobally,and muddy theurban
infrastructure problem by creating the
need for parking spaces.

Since 1984, when thefirst experimen-
tal self-driving cars appeared, there has
been much progress on the technology,
leading to Mercedes-Benz showcasing
its concept car, the F 015, at the Con-
sumer Electronics Show in Las Vegasin
2015. Everyone has a different take on

the technology, but intheend the ideais
to make cars intelligent and indepen-
dent enough to be aware of surround-
ings and take decisions based on that.

Interestingly, Uber’s dream is to
bring “reliable transportation to every-
one, everywhere,” now extended to
everythingtoo, with the trucks from Ot-
to, a start-up it acquired last year. Matt
Sweeney, who heads product at Uber’s
Advanced Technology Group, says “the
truck and passenger vehicles share soft-
ware and hardware components and
thishelpsuswork ondifferentaspectsof
the self-driving problem at the same
time.” But on scope, passenger vehicles
areforurbanenvironments where Uber
has its focus on ride-sharing, while
trucks will be for high-speed highways
where the constraints are different.

Justlastweek, Uber gotapermitfrom
California Department of Motor Vehi-
cles to test two self-driving Volvo SUVs
on public roads, though it will need to
havebackupdriversbehind the wheel in
case the prototype cars malfunction. Its
self-driving cars have been running test
drivesinother partsof the US, too.

The Otto truck comes with a rig of
radars,laserscannersandstereocameras
that give the computers inside a live, 360-
degree vision of its environment, with
high dynamic range, high resolution and
high colour information imagery, so that

the truck can be smart enough to decide
what to do next. But the computing task
this presents is “almost as big as a small
datacentre.” Sweeney saysthecomputing
has to be done inside as “there is no tech
thatcanletussendallthatdatatothecloud
realtime,andhencealotof thecomputing
hastobedoneinthetruckitself.”

“A lot of the tech is based on prior
mapping, but in subsequent runs we
seedifferencesthathave comeaboutin
the area and pay attention on those ob-
jectsthat are different.”

Interestingly, Otto is being sued by

Google’s Waymo self-driving car unit,
which claims its former employee and
start-up founder Anthony Levandows-
ki stole its proprietary design for its
laser-based radar system. There are
other challenges too. “Uber tech is dif-
ferent because we are trying to make
this on top of theride-sharing network
that we already have,” he added.
Nissan, in contrast, keeps the driver
andnotthe technology at the centre,and
its definition of an “autonomouscar” is
hence a vehicle with different levels of
driving technologies that enable it to op-

ply sweptunder the carpetbecause of
a huge social stigma—China is noto-
rious as a ‘culture of silence’ or asa
‘culture of face-savers’.

Ironically, China’s social indica-
tors are praiseworthy. Female litera-
cy is high in in the country, at 94%
(UNESCO 2015), and labour partici-
pation rate is among the highest in
Asia (63.9% in 2013, ILO in China).
Naturally, women in Chinaare choos-
ing to marry later than before (the
mean average was 25 years in 2015,
comparedto23 yearsin2011).

But China’s social indicators ob-
scurethe changing groundrealities of
a marketised society where female
labour participation isdeclining, gen-
der-ratio continuestobe skewed and a

gender gap in employment
exists. Beyond the market,
China’s traditional prefer-
ence for boys continues to

drive a skewed gender ratio of 117.7

boys to 100 girls in 2012, and 113.5

boysto100girlsin2015.Thisiseven

worse than in India (110 boys to 100

girls, 2012; 107.6 boys to 100 girls in
2015). Women in China in blue-collar
jobsretireearlierthanmen,at50years
of age, and women in managerial
occupationsretireattheageof
55years. Menretireat60.

As much China has made strides
invariousfields,oneglaringlacunae
has been the marginalisation of
women in political life, despite mil-
lions of female members in the Com-
munist Party. According to the Infor-
mation Office of the State Council
(2005), China boasts of 13 million fe-
male Communist Party members
(18% of Communist Party,asmall in-
crease of 3 percentage points over
1995). In 2013, as many as 20 million,
or 24% , were party members.

Political scientist Zheng Yongn-
ian, Zhao Litao et al (2009), using a
comprehensive index of women’s
participation in party, government,
legislature (from 1995-2004), noted
that women’s participation has been
shrinking. They concluded that
though affirmative policy exists, it is
a‘“‘general guideline” for womenrep-
resentation, “while no other quanti-
tative index existstomeasurefemale
participation in various Party and
government committees, including
standing committees.”

The top echelon of the party, the
Politburo Standing Committee, is
markedbytheabsenceof women. Two
women, Liu Yandong (vice-premier)
and Sun Chunlan (head of the United
Front Work Department), are mem-
bers of the 25-member Politburo. Will
awoman make history by becominga
memberof theStandingCommitteeat
the 19th Party Congress slated later
thisyear? Thatremainstobe seen.

The moral of the story is simple
and universal—as ‘top down’ man-
date flails and social attitudes re-
main entrenched, the market takes
its toll on the quarter century of
hard-won rights of Chinese women.
This point cannot be wished away.

Theauthor isa Singapore-based
Sinologistand adjunctfellow atthe
Instituteof Chinese Studies, Delhi.
Sheistheauthor of FindingIndiain
China. Views arepersonal

erate autonomously for certain periods
of time. A Nissan spokesperson said on
thetechnologysidethechallengesarein
artificial intelligence software develop-
ment, data processing and digital map-
pingtechnologies, whileonthesocialen-
vironment side laws and regulations
along with modifications of road infra-
structure will become necessary.
Thiscontrastintechnologiesiswhy it
isimportanttoseehowtheentireecosys-
tem evolves, maybe with different plat-
forms talking to each other. But Uber is
not depending on this. “We need to see
and interact with vehicles, but there is
no guarantee we will have that technolo-
gy. So we are approaching it with the as-
sumption it won’texist,” says Sweeney.
Uber’s goal is to take its technology
everywhere, but can these vehicles actu-
ally be practical for an environment like
India. Sweeney acceptsthenewelements
this will throw in, along with the sheer
volume, will presentaslew of challenges.
“Thosearesituationswethink we willbe
able to tackle, but those are not the first
places we will go,” he explains, adding
that they will look for opportunities
where they can deploy this technology
safely. Clearly, this drive hasjust started.
(The author attended the
Uber Media Summit in San Francisco
attheinvitation of Uber)
nandagopal.rajan@expressindia.com





