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The government has set a three-month deadline starting May
1for all state governments to appoint a Real Estate Regulatory
Authority. This is fine, having notified the new law to ensure
fair trade practices in the real estate sector in its entirety. But
why treat real estate developers like smugglers? The penal
provisions for failure to comply with the law are draconian
and arbitrary.

A developer would be slapped a stiff penalty of up to 10% of
the estimated cost of the project if he fails to register the pro-
ject. Failure to register despite orders issued by RERA will le-
ad to imprisonment for up to three years, or an additional fine
of 10% of the project cost or both. A jail term, be it for an errant

developer, real estate agent, an employee
in charge of a real estate company that
has violated the law or even an allottee
who fails to comply with the orders of the
appellate tribunal, is way too drastic. The
reputational damage to a builder using
unfair practices — such as advertise-
ments for new projects without securing

clearances, hidden costs, not specifying a date of delivery and
lack of transparency to deal with price escalations — is eno-
ugh deterrence. Outright cheats and fly-by-night operators
can be tackled under extant law.

The Real Estate (Regulation and Development Act) 2016 envi-
sages compounding of offences, but there is scope for arbitra-
riness. It says “notwithstanding anything contained in the Co-
de of Criminal Procedure, if any person is punished with im-
prisonment under this Act, the punishment may, either before
or after the institution of the prosecution, be compounded by
the terms and conditions prescribed by the court. Regulation
must be sensible to ensure accountability and transparency,
not stifle the growth of the sector, in urbanising India.
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A Distinctive Stamp
And Taste of India?
For all its convenience and speed, emails cannot transmit
fragrances. At least not yet. So it stands to reason that postal
departments cash in on this advantage of snail mail, by issu-
ing stamps with aroma. Back in the day, romantic missives
would be enhanced by scented paper and pressed flowers. No
wonder Bhutan, the first country to issue scented stamps 44
years ago, chose rose perfumed ones. India’s first such offe-
ring was four varieties of jasmine, followed by sandalwood,
both of which were apt. Switzerland’s chocolate stamp was a
no-brainer but it sadly did not offer a taste component. Neit-
her did China’s sweet-and-sour pork stamp. As Brazil alrea-
dy debuted a coffee scented stamp in 2001, India’s version of
the roasted bean stamp — launched last weekend — should
have offered this technological advancement. Maybe future
tea or masala stamps can feature a tasty incentive.

Austria has brought out stamps with porcelain, embroide-
red flowers and crystal studs. China, Thailand, Australia
and even Luxembourg have issued silk stamps, and many
have also gone in for 3D ones depicting everything from re-
volving trophies to storm systems. Using thermochrome
ink — so that images change colour when rubbed — is anot-
her philately staple. India’s postal department should consi-
der putting a more distinctive stamp on its offerings.

The postal department should push
the envelope on philatelic options

A proposal is firming up in the steel ministry to regulate
iron ore prices, so that the steel industry would get its key
input cheap. The finance ministry, the commerce mini-
stry and state governments that have sizeable royalties
from any kind of mineral, not just iron ore, must raise
their voice against this move and prevent a throwback to
the time when India used to regulate mineral and metal
prices. The whole point of abolishing captive mining and
throwing mining rights open to the highest bidder is to
allocate resources rationally and remove one major av-
enue of crony capitalism. It is strange that the steel mini-
stry should be thinking of reversing the logic of such
market orientation the present government has cham-
pioned ever since it took office.

Steel is a globally traded commodity. Indian steel pro-
ducers benchmark their output price to import parity.
That is precisely why it got the government to set a mini-
mum import price, when global slowdown and a supply

glut in China combined to push steel
prices down around the world. That is
also why it is now protected by anti-
dumping duties on imported steel.
When output prices are market-lin-
ked, what is the rationale for asking
for repressed input prices? Mining is
an economic activity that employs a

large number of people in backward areas of the count-
ry. It deserves to grow, adopt the latest technology for
both raising production and improving safety, and ex-
pand in scale. It must be encouraged as a standalone acti-
vity and not seen only from the perspective of the indust-
ry that uses its output as input. Many state governments
depend on hefty mining royalties, levied ad valorem, for
a sizeable chunk of their revenue. Such revenues stand
to be compromised, apart from the growth of the mining
industry per se, from a move to subjugate one industry to
the interests of another industry.

As investment improves, the demand for steel would go
up. Steel’s salvation lies in investing in itself to raise pro-
ductivity, which lags that of global peers, and in stepped
up capital formation, not in choking the mining industry.

A Rusty Tool And
Tetanus for Mining
Save steel, but not by sacrificing mining

BISHOP LALACHAN ABRAHAM

Do what you love. But dis-
covering that dream and what
you are meant to do in life isn’t
always so easy. A dream is a
personal vision. All dreams
come from God. If you don’t
have a dream, ask Him for one.
The hardest part is recogni-
sing it when it comes. Achie-
ving your dream is how you
learn to cooperate with the
Spirit of God who lives in you.
God gives you a dream to
motivate and to bless you.
Properly understood, your
dream is your hope. It is God’s
promise of what is to come.
His promise is the most pre-
cious gift you possess after
salvation itself. Dare to dre-
am. Commit yourself to
identifying and pursuing
God’s vision for your life.

Clarity of vision is the key to
achieving your dream once
you’ve discovered it. Take
some time to think about
exactly what your dream is,
write it down and try to make
it as clear as possible. You
should be able to visualise this
dream. The more real it seems
in your mind, the more likely
it is that it will become reality.
Most people have no idea how
to achieve their dreams. The
greatest glory in living lies not
in great accomplishment, but
in fulfilling God’s vision for
our life.

Dream is the art of seeing
the unseen. In this respect,
vision is insight. It is the
ability to see something that
only you can see because it
does not have a physical
reality. Remember that sight
is the ability to see things as
they are and dream is the
ability to see things as they
could be.

Your Dream
is Your Hope

To connoisseurs of music, technology
is more like a bugbear. Vinyl seems to
be the only invention that has gladde-
ned the hearts of fans across genera-
tions. Cassette tapes sound too metal-
lic. Blue Ray is too bland. The iPod
makes all notes blunt... ask any aficio-
nado and complaints will roll out
faster than frantic drumbeats. 

However, technology has little time
to listen to the blahs of irate fans.
The average consumer of music is
the target audience for technology
developers. Though the fans say the
masses do not have the ear for good
music, they only get a deaf ear. The
techno-logic is: if you want to hear
‘good’ music, assemble your perso-
nal technology.

New research has rekindled the
‘music vs technology’ debate. And
perhaps much more. Streaming,
according to University of Ohio
researcher Hubert Léveillé Gauvin,
has virtually killed the instrumental
intro. The findings cannot be confined
to a narrow ‘connoisseur vs hoi polloi’
debate. They add to a growing body of
evidence of how technology reshapes
human thinking — in this particular
case, shorter attention spans. The
study finds listeners’ short attention
spans inspire intros that are four
times shorter. 

The research published in the
journal Musicae Scientia, noted that
“intros that averaged more than 20
seconds in the mid-80s are now only
about 5 seconds long”. Léveillé
Gauvin, while analysing top 10
Billboard songs between 1986 and
2015, noted a pronounced increase in
the tempo. So pack in as much as
possible within a short timeframe,

or risk losing the listener.
Radio stations, a bellwether for

musical tastes, across the world had
already sensed and adapted to the
shortening of the attention span. In
2014, one such station, 90.3 Amp
(CKMP) in Calgary, Canada, changed
to a format called QuickHitz. It pro-
mised the listeners ‘twice the music’
by reducing all of its song times in
half, to an average of two minutes.
The rise of ‘skippable’ music strea-
ming services such as Spotify and
Pandora have further shortened the
listening time for a piece to hold on to
a fickle audience. 

“It’s survival of the fittest: Songs that
manage to grab and sustain listeners’
attention get played and others get
skipped. There’s always another
song,” says Léveillé Gauvin in the
report. “If people can skip so easily
and at no cost, you have to do somet-
hing to grab their attention.”

Instrumental intros are not the only
victim of a shortened attention span.
Already there is evidence that it has
affected children and many are not
reading books for pleasure. In the case
of music, the Ohio study found that
singers such as Justine Beiber and
Katy Perry hardly waste any time
before mentioning the song title in the
lyrics. Also, song names “today are

shorter than they used to be — often
just a single word”. According to
Léveillé Gauvin, today’s pop industry
is operating under an ‘attention
economy’. 

What is causing this phenomenon? A
2012 research that analysed the music-
listening behaviour of radio listeners
had identified one such trigger: the
fast forward option. The study noted
that attention spans of people have
changed when it comes to music. They
often listen to snatches of songs or
fast-forward through tunes on their
iPods. Though no such study on the
Walkman is available, one suspects
the effect of music gadgets on atten-
tion spans started much earlier. 

In addition to iPods and streaming,
smartphones are most likely playing
games with our attention spans. In a
2015 study, Canadian researchers
surveyed 2,000 participants and
studied the brain activity of 112
others using electroencephalograms
(EEGs). The research claimed that
our attention span has declined from
12 seconds in 2000 to 8 seconds a little
more than a decade later.

Most of us now live a life on multi-
ple screens. But our brain cannot
process multiple sounds simultaneo-
usly. So, we cannot take pleasure in
listening to a pop song and a bhajan
as two distinct tunes at the same
time. Technology allows us to skip
one tune and come back in the next
instance. This affects our ability to
concentrate on a thing or idea.

Will technology kill music? Not
really. Our minds are adaptive sy-
stems. As technology develops and
alters the human experience, our
minds can quickly reorganise to suit
the milieu. A shortened attention span
may kill the instrumental intro, or
alter the book-reading habit for child-
ren. But it may be well suited for
online navigating and the music there.

However, if you find streaming
unsuitable for your tastes, take out
that Deep Purple LP and play ‘Lazy’. I
can assure you that you will soon have
a lot of company.

Raving About Techno
NEUTRON TO NYLON

Debkumar Mitra

May the Fast-Forward be with you
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T
he collective response of Op-
position parties to the BJP’s
recent assembly election vic-
tories — and the consequen-
tial prospect of India ente-

ring an era of one-party dominance —
is based on an obsolete framework.
When they should have considered a
wider alliance, the Opposition parties
have been indulging in a game of one-
upmanship with one another. 

BSP leader Mayawati had mooted a
proposal of a grand alliance for the
2019 Lok Sabha elections without clari-
fying why she had earlier turned down
suggestions for a Bihar-type maha-
gathbandhan. Samajwadi Party’s Ak-
hilesh Yadav had responded positively
to her overture without resolving the
conflict within his family and party.
Mayawati’s declaration coincided
with her appointing her brother
Anand Kumar as BSP vice president
while Akhilesh Yadav’s willingness to
smoke the peace pipe with Mayawati
was censured by his father Mulayam
Singh Yadav.

These developments — even as
they have failed to materialise into
anything substantial — do not do fa-
ding reputations any good. Unmista-
kably, Mayawati is unwilling to per-
mit inner-party democracy and Ya-
dav remains dependent on his father
for support from crucial communiti-
es. The two are basing their strategy
on an outdated mathematical logic
when new political realities have alte-

red the basics of electoral equations.

Writing on the Wall
Congress vice president Rahul Gand-
hi’s reach-out to Nationalist Congress
Party president Sharad Pawar before
the results indicated that he has reali-
sed the writing on the wall. The alacri-
ty with which Lalu Prasad Yadav, too,
pitched for an anti-BJP front gave out
the same message. Bihar chief mini-
ster Nitish Kumar’s not-so-lukewarm
response to any grand alliance points
to the understanding in Opposition
ranks that the wind is blowing in the
BJP’s favour even in states where the
saffron party was routed in the not-so-
distant past.

At the BJP National Executive Meet
in Bhubaneshwar earlier this month,
party president Amit Shah declared
that after ousting the Congress from
several states, it was now time to target
regional parties too. This has undoub-
tedly set the cat among the pigeons. 

The assertion that it is now the right
time to aim winning every election —
from panchayat to Parliament — is a
signal to party cadre to ride the mo-
mentum. Hereafter, no party can rema-
in complacent in its pocket borough
since a determined BJP is at the doors-
tep in almost every state. 

The BJP is aiming to mirror India’s
political characteristics between 1950-
1967, when there was little challenge to
Congress supremacy in all elections.
Because the party is the ‘new’ Cong-
ress, Opposition parties reason that
the BJP dominance can be countered
by forging alliances, or making seat ad-
justments in elections. Such reaso-
ning, however, is the result of an inac-
curate reading of the Uttar Pradesh re-
sults and based on the erroneous belief
that the template of the successful
strategic alliance between the SP and
the BSP in 1993 can be replicated.

In those elections, held in the wake

of the demolition of the Babri Masjid,
the alliance between Mulayam Singh
Yadav and Kanshi Ram succeeded be-
cause the division of the anti-BJP votes
was prevented. To the BJP’s 177 seats
with a vote share of 33.3%, the SP-BSP
combine secured 176 seats with 29.06%
vote share. In the previous polls in 1991,
the BSP and SP (still part of the Janata
Dal) had no alliance, but the combined
vote share was 28.28%, justifying the
decision to pool resources in 1993.

Grand Alliance
Mayawati and Akhilesh Yadav are
banking on the same logic now to ma-
ke a case for an anti-BJP front compri-
sing the SP, the BSP and the Congress.
In the UP assembly polls, the vote sha-
res of the three parties were 21.8%,
22.2% and 6.2%, respectively. Compa-
red to the BJP-plus alliance’s share of
41.4%, the three Opposition parties se-
cured 50.2 %, lending weight to the
contention that a grand alliance is the
only way to stop BJP.

Figures from the 2014 Lok Sabha
polls buttresses the same reasoning:
the BJP’s vote share of 42.65% was sig-
nificantly less than 49.65% collectively
secured by the three parties. Bihar’s
story reinforces the case for an anti-
BJP front. 

In 2014, the BJP alliance won 31 se-
ats with around 37% votes, while its
three main adversaries that formed
the mahagathbandhan in 2015, won
only eight seats, but the collective vote

share was almost 47%. But, in the as-
sembly polls, the grand alliance swept
the state with 42%. However, neither
can this formula be replicated in
other states, especially UP, nor can the
method be repeated with same effecti-
veness in Bihar. In 1993, the SP-BSP
kept the BJP at bay by pooling vote
banks. Those were early days after
Mandalisation had empowered back-
ward communities, and social antago-
nism between dominant communiti-
es and other sub-castes among under-
privileged sections was yet to surface.

In these intervening years, as UP's
verdict illustrates, the BJP's social
engineering has forced a cleft within
the other backward classes (OBCs)
and Dalits. This now made a social
pact between the principal suppor-
ters of the SP, the BSP and the Cong-
ress -- Yadavs, Jatavs and Muslims re-
spectively -- difficult.

Unity among non-BJP parties
stands a chance if it is on the basis of
shared political commons: short- and
mid-term electoral and legislative
objectives coupled with long-term ide-
ological purpose. Collectives, driven
solely by opposing the BJP, will benefit
the saffron party because the latter's
ideological coherence will be unmat-
ched and the opposition can be painted
as opportunistic. 

The challenge for the Opposition
parties is not numerical, but program-
matic and ideological. Old templates
will no longer work.

Left Standing at the Gate
Old templates of oppositional unity against the BJP that were earlier effective will no longer work

Nilanjan Mukhopadhyay

Dream on, Lilliputians
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At the BJP National Executive, party president Amit
Shah declared that after ousting Cong from several
states, it was now time to target regional parties too

DAN SCHULMAN

There are 2 billion people in the
world that live outside of our fi-
nancial system. In the US, the-
re are over 70 million people
who live outside the financial
system. This is a global issue of
immense proportions. And the
things that we take for granted-
—paying a bill, cashing a
check, sending money to loved
ones, getting credit—all of tho-
se things, if you’re outside the
financial system, are incredib-
ly time consuming. You actual-
ly have to travel to the location,
wait in line to cash your check.
And it’s very expensive. The ty-
pical underserved population
spends 10% of its disposable in-
come on unnecessary fees and
interest rates. Ten percent.
That’s the same amount the po-
pulation spends on food. With
technology, that’s ridiculous. If
you can use fintech the right
way, you actually have built-in
distribution in the form of
smartphones. You have softwa-
re platforms that connect to
them. Therefore, the cost of ba-
sic transactions can be lowered
by as much as 80 to 90%. If you
can do that, what you can do is
you can make transactions
fast, simple, easy to under-
stand, and less expensive-
—much less expensive. If you
can make them less expensive
and create ways to invest sa-
vings, what you can then do is
give back money to consumers.
And these are populations that
desperately need more flexibi-
lity in their lives. When we
think about democratising fi-
nancial services, we also want
to democratise giving. We want
people to be part of their com-
munities, to be able to donate. 

From: Using fintech to democrati-
se financial services

Banking
Digitally

Citings

Letters to the editor may be addressed to
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Allow More
Bank Mergers
The government’s reported
move to look at more mergers
of banks augurs well for the
banking industry. Consolida-
tion will bring in greater
efficiency, lower operating
costs and enable banks to fund
large infrastructure projects
that the economy badly needs.
The combined entity should
be well capitalised true, but
consolidation will help reap
economies of scale. Regional
consideration during mergers
will enable easier employee
integration.

KU MADA
Mumbai

Make Roads
Safe
This refers to ‘Road Safety
Warrants an Urgent Ordinan-
ce’. Given the rising number
of road accidents leading to
fatalities and serious injuries,
the intent of the proposed
legislation to ameliorate the
situation is laudable. Rightly,
the law seeks to bring in

improved
safety measu-
res and stiff
penalty for
violation. But
its success
would hinge
on its effective
implementa-

tion. Across the country there
is huge shortfall of policemen.
Even use of technology would
require manpower to identify
violators. Creating a separate
lane for pedestrians and
cyclists would also require
more funds. Multiple chal-
lenges need to be addressed to
improve road safety.

ALOK KUMAR
Jaipur

Have Fresh
Polls in TN
The tussle for power within
ruling AIADMK after the
demise of J Jayalalithaa has
taken a heavy toll on gover-
nance in Tamil Nadu. The two
rival factions of the party have
reportedly agreed to merge.
But the situation is fragile, and
the state faces pressing issues
such as acute water scarcity,
lack of proper sanitation and
water as well as rural distress.
A fresh poll could salvage the
state and provide more politi-
cal stability.

M JEYARAM
Sholavandan, Tamil Nadu
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