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The government has put in place procedures for timely relea-
se of budgetary funds for various schemes. This is a welcome
departure from the past practice of one whole quarter of the fi-
nancial year getting over before the assorted ministries star-
ted releasing their budgetary allocations. However, this is not
enough. There must be relentless focus on outcomes, not just
on spending. Indeed, on some schemes in education, healthca-
re and water management, the Niti Aayog has created a fram-
ework for monitoring measurable progress and states will get
ranked on the basis of their score on a composite index. Such
focus on outcomes is called for across the board.

Advancing the Budget has enabled Par-
liament to vote on expenditure proposals
before the start of the financial year, pre-
cluding bunching of expenditures in the
last two quarters. Doing away with the
segregation of expenditure as Plan and
non-Plan blocks, now that the 12th Plan
that got over in March 2017 has no succes-
sor Plan, will help in holistic evaluation.

The UPA government had launched the outcome Budget in
2005-06 to improve the quality of implementation of its flags-
hip schemes, enhance efficiency and accountability of the de-
livery mechanism. Regrettably, its effectiveness was patchy
due to poor understanding of the goals by ministries and de-
partments. Social sector programmes must go beyond mini-
sterial boundaries in conception and overall implementation.

The government should also adopt a recommendation by one
of the many committees headed by C Rangarajan to shift to a
multi-year time horizon, and base budget outlays on detailed
project reports that set milestones, final targets and funding
needs at every stage. These changes have to be accompanied
by governance reforms for effective delivery of services.

Well Begun, But Focus
On Planned Outcomes

CAMERADERIE

President Pranab Mukherjee has said the country needs to consider 
increasing the number of parliamentary seats without delay. 
According to him, the current scenario of just 545 MPs representing 
1.28 billion people is clearly anomalous. Here’s a quick look at 
countries with the highest population-per-seat ratio...

Representative System?
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Population coverage of legislature seats*
“It is so much 
simpler to 
bury reality 
than it is to 
dispose of 
dreams.”
Don Delillo
Writer

(10 countries with highest population-to-seat ratio)
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Getting Round the
Liquor Ban
The Supreme Court must have deliberated on all the possible
ramifications before passing its order banning outlets selling
liquor within 500 metres of national and state highways. So its
impact on mathematical theory was also probably factored in.
After all, the human mind has predictably thought of ingenio-
us ways to, quite literally, get around this order. And that exer-
cise could add a new dimension to an important mathematical
precept: geodesic distance or the straight line between two po-
ints along a curved surface taken by “particles free of all exter-
nal non-gravitational forces”. Since the Earth’s surface is un-
deniably curved, a flat Euclidean straight line between a high-
way and a liquor outlet in India is obviously not possible, no
matter how a crow flies. However, as a recent photograph of a
veritable maze leading to a liquor store in Kerala reveals, the
configuration of a straight line along from a highway to the al-
cohol disburser can be unusually long and winding, if left to
the mercies of unwillingly sober human particles.

Of course, purists would point out that the Supreme Court
qualifies as a very powerful “external, non-gravitational for-
ce” in all spheres of national life. Hence particles — in this ca-
se, desperate tipplers and their suppliers — cannot be expec-
ted to plot their paths along traditional geodesic lines. Mathe-
maticians should take note of these aberrations to the theory.

Geodesic distances take a few more
curves than soberly necessary

The recent visit by Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina serves to stress the importance accorded to a ne-
ighbourhood policy in the Modi administration’s foreign
policy. Throughout her state visit, India signalled a clear
message: India sees Bangladesh’s prosperity as a cheris-
hed goal and would be a willing partner in this endeavo-
ur. The message was conveyed by measures ranging from
Prime Minister Modi’s protocol-breaking reception of
the visitor at the airport to assorted ceremonies under-
scoring India’s key role in Bangladesh’s creation and a
range of agreements on bilateral partnership.

New Delhi needs to put its best foot forward, given Chi-
na’s aggressive effort to increase its influence in the re-
gion. To this end, resolving how to share the waters of the
Teesta remains a vital goal. It would benefit India as well
as Sheikh Hasina’s Awami League government ahead of
the 2018 national elections. Bengal chief minister Mama-
ta Banerjee must play a positive and constructive role,

working with the central government
to arrive at a negotiated resolution.
For Bangladesh, water sharing has al-
ways had an outsized importance, and
is an issue that consistently serves to
fuel anti-India sentiments. It is there-
fore in the interest of both countries
to resolve the matter. Not that PM Ha-

sina is returning to Dhaka empty handed. The 22 agree-
ments signed move beyond capacity building, to embra-
ce defence (important, in view of the Hasina govern-
ment’s fight against terror), cybersecurity, nuclear ener-
gy, space, shipping, electricity transmission and energy
pipelines. India has increased its line of credit to Bangla-
desh to $8 billion. Improved connectivity and interaction
at the border matter; hence the restoration of Kolkata-
Khulna bus and rail links opening of new border haats. 

The strong mutually beneficial partnership between
India and Bangladesh must deliver on its promise. Whi-
le resolving specific issues like Teesta is important, so
is addressing problems facing the region that have the
potential to flare up, whether terror or the Rohingya si-
tuation.

A Good Visit By A
Neighbour & Friend
Now for a deadline for Teesta water sharing

TAPAN CHATTERJEE 

The Hebrew word for Passo-
ver is Pesach, a combination
of peh and sach. The two
words mean, ‘the mouth
speaks’. Passover is all about
communication. 

During Passover the Jews
follow the commandment
“And thou shalt tell thy sons”
— to inform later generations
about the departure of their
ancestors from Egypt. The
concept of nationhood is
renewed annually in this
manner by letting the “mouth
speak” during the ceremonial
dinner called Seder, in what
can be described as a strongly
symbolic ritual. In reading the
Haggadah, or stories of Ex-
odus, they recall their history
with awe for Him. 

During Passover it is forbid-
den to possess any Chametz,
the Hebrew word for leavened
food. Matzo, the unleavened
bread, is eaten as a meal.
Without adding yeast or giving
sufficient time to ferment the
dough made from flour, it is not
allowed to swell. All this sym-
bolises the need for keeping
control over one’s self. Leave-
ned food and leavening agents
have come to represent arro-
gance and malice.

God’s commandment con-
veyed the message that the
people should not be arrogant
with the Pharoah’s men, and in
the hour of redemption, they
should take care not to fall out
among themselves by be-
coming egocentric. The com-
mandment exhorts them to
stay together and help one
another. They had heeded, as
the legend goes, and had suc-
cessfully crossed the Red Sea to
become a cohesive nation for
the first time in their history.

Celebrating
Freedom

In 2011, the Nobel Committee awarded
three astronomers – Saul Perlmutter,
Brian Schmidt and Adam Riess – the
physics prize for making the ‘dis-
covery’ that our universe was in-
flating like a balloon at an increasing
speed. This mysterious entity was
behind this accelerating universe
that occupies 69% of it. This hitherto
unknown entity is popularly known
as ‘dark energy’.

A mere six years later, a new claim
has surfaced that has stunned the
world of astronomy: it says that dark
energy is ‘an illusion’. Gábor Rácz and
László Dobos, astrophysicists at
Eötvös Loránd University in Buda-
pest, and their colleagues have come
up with the result to be published in
the Monthly Notices of the Royal
Astronomical Society. The team
captured the evolution of a virtual
universe over billions of years similar
to that of the real one. According to the
team, even without the dark energy
component, the space in the virtual
setting got stretched out thereby
pointing to an accelerating universe.

Of course, the claim has to be in-
dependently verified and should
match observational findings. But the
real issue is how the result affects
Albert Einstein’s General Theory of
Relativity (GTR). In the past, whene-
ver GTR has been brought into ques-
tion, Einstein’s mathematical fram-
ework stood the test – although at
times with the help of some clever
mathematical results derived from the
set of GTR equations and refined
astronomical observations.

Any result, on the presence or
absence of dark energy and its cha-
racter, has a similar effect on the

community. It’s as if questioning
GTR is like vandalising the sanctum
sanctorum of cosmology. There are,
thankfully, no such worries this time.
The dark energy result, according to
the claim, is ‘consistent’ with solu-
tions of GTR equations with ‘reaso-
nable’ approximation.

If we assume for a moment that dark
energy is indeed an illusion, can the
theorists be at peace with their GTR-
based standard model of cosmology?
No. They have to tell their peers what
happened to the 69% of the universe’s
content that is assumed to be dark
energy. With as little as 5% of baryonic
matter – the ‘stuff ’ that makes us, the
Sun, supernovae and galaxies – vi-
sible, the new result, if accepted, will
warrant a radical rethink.

Even if the result is proved wrong,
the tested standard model of cosmolo-
gy that describes the cataclysmic
beginning of the universe 13.8 billion
years ago to the present, is not out of
troubled theoretical waters. The
unveiling of the character of dark
energy can upset many calculations.

In 2016, Peng Huang and Fang-Fang
Yuan of Sun Yat-Sen University in
Guangzhou, China, published a paper,
Uniformly expanding vacuum: A
possible interpretation of the dark
energy, in the journal Physics of the

Dark Universe. The duo interpreted
dark energy “as an effect of the uni-
form expansion of the vacuum”.

The interpretation, according to
Peng, indicated “that there is a new
theory of gravity, not general relativi-
ty, that one should use to describe the
universe”. In plainspeak that meant
‘Einstein is wrong’.

There are other ideas that describe
the nature of dark energy, one more
bizarre than the other. One is that the
energy is actually a yet-to-be-descri-
bed fifth fundamental force called
‘quintessence’. This force fills 69% of
the universe like a fluid.

Some theorists feel that Einstein
himself had come up with the notion
of dark energy. They point out that the
properties of dark energy are in
agreement with the ‘cosmological
constant’, a part of space itself – a
pressure inherent in the vacuum – the
mathematical shortcut Einstein added
to GTR to make it work in a static
universe. He imagined this constant as
a force that counteracts gravity, kee-
ping the universe from collapsing in
on itself. When astronomical observa-
tion indicated that the universe was
expanding, Einstein called the cosmo-
logical constant his “biggest blunder”.

The interesting bit is that all these
descriptions of dark energy come out
of the GTR equations in one form or
the other. The theorists, it seems, are
playing a game of mathematical
one-upmanship on the GTR board. But
that is the way astronomy had been
since the days of Pythagoras.

When Ptolemy added those epicycles
to the Aristotelian model of the move-
ment of heavenly bodies, he was
merely doing what was famous among
Greeks as ‘saving the appearances’.
The mathematical form of dark ener-
gy could be similar to those epicycles
that stopped moving when Nicolaus
Copernicus presented his heliocentric
model of the solar system.

Will Rácz and Dobos do a Copernicus
on dark energy? The jury is out on it.
And a large part of the universe conti-
nues to be missing. 

We Are Still in the Dark
NYLON TO NEUTRON

Debkumar Mitra

Darkness visible?
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ur political system needs
rapid transformation. The
political turmoil faced to-
day, coupled with the rise of
populism, is a consequence

of the rise of seemingly elitist politics
along with marginalisation of the voi-
ces of the socially disadvantaged.
Changing this requires reforms along
three lines: campaign financing, elec-
toral reform and legislative reforms.

Campaign Financing: Our vo-
ters are no longer content with simply
considering corruption as an externa-
lity. Electoral financing is the core of
corruption faced in government cir-
cles. As Atal Bihari Vajpayee once sa-
id, every Indian politician starts his
career with a lie — on their election ex-
penditure reports.

The most recent rules allow candi-
dates to spend .̀ 54-70 lakh on parlia-
mentary constituencies while there is
no cap on expenditure by political par-
ties, including sums spent on promo-
ting candidates. Most candidates typi-
cally spend far more than this. Typi-
cally, those Lok Sabha candidates with
significant wealth end up winning.

The Transparency Guidelines issu-
ed by the Election Commission (EC)
for monitoring spending are followed
only in abeyance. No candidate has
ever really been disqualified on the ba-
sis of false election expenses. 

Other countries have solved this
problem differently. The state of New
Mexico in the US has instituted string-

ent limits on financing, and prohibi-
ted private donations to candidates.
The Philippines has sought to ensure
that parties and candidates are unable
to accept donations from corporates,
foreign interest of even anonymous
donors.

Australia and Germany have pro-
moted public financing of elections,
during elections and beyond, depen-
ding on the history of electoral perfor-
mance. Norway places no limits on re-
ceiving and spending money during
elections. However, political adverti-
sing is restricted while the campaign
season is kept short.

Far more than having simple ex-
pense caps, the government should fo-
cus on making campaign funds trace-
able and from tax-compliant sources.
Even contributions of .̀ 500 in cash
should be mandatorily traceable.
Small donations from the grassroots
should be incentivised over bigger
corporate donations. 

The Representation of People Act
(1951) and the Conduct of Election Ru-
les (1961) must be amended. It is impor-
tant to seek public funding of elec-
tions, financed by legalised grassroots
contributions in the form of electoral
bonds, which can be purchased for sup-
porting candidates and paid by the sta-
te in coupons with a long maturity. As-
set disclosure and campaign expenses
should be strictly audited, with strict
penal provisions for wrongdoing.

Electoral Reform: As recommen-
ded by the EC, candidates should be
prevented from standing for more
than one seat in any election. Or, at the
very least, if winning in both seats, the
state should be compensated for the
cost of organising another by-elec-
tion. Similarly, surrogate ads against
any candidate or party should be regu-
lated, with penal provisions where
applicable.

There should be a ban on transfers

of election officers on the eve of elec-
tions without the EC’s concurrence.
Such transfers disrupt election arran-
gements and impede the conduct of
free and fair elections. Compulsory vo-
ting is another reform that could be
considered, with necessary caveats.
Over 33 countries have currently ma-
de it mandatory to vote. 

The EC has no significant teeth —
even with respect to registration and
deregistration of political parties. Po-
litical parties are currently registered
under the provisions of Section 29A of
the Representation of the People Act
(1951). The denial of registration to a
party should also be bolstered. As of
now, there are no specific reasons allo-
wed to de-register a party. The EC sho-
uld be authorised to issue necessary
orders allowing for regulation and de-
registration of political parties. 

Legislative Reforms: Coalition
politics, particularly in India, has sig-
nificant drawbacks. It enables vote-
trading for favours in kind or cash
while ensuring that politics remains
straitjacketed.

Argentina has introduced a Bill
that calls for a compulsorily televised
debate for all presidential candidates
allowing candidates to be grilled on
public, on issues and their ability to
exert leadership. India should push
for proportional representation with
such caveats to ensure that our politics
become more stable and policy driven. 

In addition, voting on Bills in Parli-
ament should be an act of conscience
and not subject to a whip or the Anti-
Defection Law. Our current parlia-
mentary system was designed for two-
party democracies. However, for a
multi-party and multi-lingual demo-
cracy with over 650 registered politi-
cal parties, this system is not an ideal
one. Elections end up churning out
anomalies, which the ‘first past the
post’ system cannot always fix. Ger-
many with proportional representa-
tion and a cut-off typically ensures
that parties around the centre tend to
cluster together offering greater poli-
tical stability. Such a system deserves
to be explored. 

Finally, there is a need for more pub-
lic participation. The people need to be
encouraged to make government ac-
countable on a daily basis, instead of
on a five-year cycle. Consider how Mo-
rocco has encouraged its citizens to
participate in constitutional reforms
through a participatory online forum
termed Reforme.ma, with 40% of the-
ir suggestion incorporated in the draft
constitution, which was subsequently
approved in 2011. 

As a democracy evolves, its institu-
tions can get calcified, struck down by
opportunistic insiders. In an age whe-
re the idea of parliamentary represen-
tation is now a straitjacket, such politi-
cal reforms offer an opportunity to re-
new our tryst with democracy.

What is Politically Correct
At a time when parliamentary representation is a straitjacket, political reforms are direly needed

Varun Gandhi

Ruffle feathers, set aflutter: Untitled, tempera on canvas, Ganesh Pyne
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People need to be encouraged to make government
accountable on a daily basis, instead of on a
five-year cycle

ANGUS DEATON

In the old days, if you’re a yo-
ung man, you could get a job
and expect your wage to incre-
ase steadily over time as you
acquired skills, experience
and tenure on the job. You co-
uld walk into any job with Ge-
neral Motors, and you could
build a middle-class life out of
that. You would get married,
have kids and by the time you
were in your 50s, you’re thin-
king about having grand-
children. Your life has unfol-
ded in a fairly positive way,
both materially and spiritual-
ly. What’s happening now is
those jobs have progressively
gone away, so you get a situa-
tion in which these people are
coming out of high school and
don’t get such good jobs. They
get sort of crappy jobs where
there’s no real commitment
by the employer or the emplo-
yee. Now your girlfriend refu-
ses to marry you. That’s so-
mething that sociologists ha-
ve been thinking for a really
long time — when jobs go
away so does marriage. One of
the things that has changed, of
course, is that 50 years ago if
your girlfriend didn’t marry
you, you didn’t move in with
her and have children. That is
what is happening now. That’s
a change in social mores abo-
ut what is acceptable and
what is not. So, there’s a big ri-
se in cohabitation. They live
together, have a kid, and then
some better opportunity co-
mes along and the girlfriend
says, “OK, I don’t like you so
much anymore. I’ve got a guy
here who is earning $10.50 and
not $7.50. And I’m going to mo-
ve in with him instead.”

From: Is Despair Killing the
White Working Class?

Social
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editet@timesgroup.com

Reform Farm
Sector
Farm loan waiver is not a
pragmatic and long-term
solution to problems which
plague the agriculture sector.
Yet political parties promise
waivers in the hope of garne-
ring votes. Such waivers hurt
the credit discipline among
the borrowers and create a
moral hazard. Reforms are
needed on many fronts such as
improving access to institu-
tional credit, ensuring remu-
nerative prices and taking
stringent steps to prevent
middle men from exploiting
farmers. The adoption of
better water conservation and
management techniques will
improve yields. 

M JEYARAM
Sholvandan, Tamil Nadu

Oust Assad
from Power
The US missile strike on
Syria has received over-
whelming international
support as it was carried out
in retaliation to Assad regi-
me’s chemical attack on
civilians. The backing of the
global community to the US’
strikes was a statement
against the spread and use of

chemical
weapons. But
we hope that
the attack
does not lead
to military
escalation in
the region
with very

many actors with their own
interests. Russia’s reaction to
the unilateral attack by the
US is an act of aggression
against a sovereign state was
not shared by many nations.
Ousting Assad from power
will be sensible.

G DAVID MILTON
Maruthancode, Kerala

Despicable
Language
BJP MP Tarun Vijay’s “Black
Dravidians” remark has
understandably evoked criti-
cism across Tamil Nadu. One
is reminded of a proverb “Do
not talk unless you can impro-
ve your silence”. Tarun Vijay,
who claims to evince interest
in Tamil poet and philosopher
Thiruvalluvar’s Thirukkural
should not have uttered these
sensitive words.

S RAMAKRISHNASAYEE
Ranipet, Tamil Nadu
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