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C
hairing his irst cabinet meeting after taking over

the reins in Uttar Pradesh, Chief Minister Yogi

Adityanath approved a write-of on outstanding

farmer loans of up to ₹1 lakh taken before March 31,

2016. The State cabinet also decided to waive loans

worth ₹6,000 crore extended to small and marginal

farmers that had turned into non-performing assets.

Together, this package, aimed at fulilling the Bharatiya

Janata Party’s election promise, will cost the exchequer

about ₹36,000 crore. There was no mention of a bigger

plan to ramp up the farm sector, in which U.P. invested

just 2.3% of total expenditure in 2016-17 — one of the

lowest rates across major States. A little earlier, the

Madras High Court ordered the Tamil Nadu govern-

ment to extend a similar farm loan waiver scheme for

small farmers (with land holdings of up to 5 acres) and

marginal farmers (who own up to 2.5 acres) to all farm-

ers. Oicials have even been forbidden from trying to

recover loans where repayments have slipped. The

State, which had already doled out ₹5,780 crore on this

front, would need nearly ₹2,000 crore more to comply

with the court’s order. This is a worrying trend for a

country that wants to double agricultural incomes by

2022. Not only could it trigger a countrywide clamour

for similar debt relief packages, political parties would

also be more inclined to make such grand promises

ahead of future polls. This is a slippery slope with mul-

tiple unintended outcomes likely in the years to come.

The Madras High Court has clearly reached into the

the domain of the executive. The risk is that this over-

reach could be cited in other courts to seek omnibus

loan waivers. Opposition parties in U.P. have already

criticised the cap of ₹1 lakh on farm loans that will at-

tract relief. The timing of these drastic interventions is

unusual as India had a good monsoon in the 2016-17

crop season, after two years of drought, and a bumper

output is expected for all major crops barring sugar-

cane. Forgiving loan burdens is a powerful political ges-

ture that glosses over the fact that governments have

had little patience to make agriculture a sustainable

economic activity with eicient linkages to formal mar-

kets, be it for credit or for supply chains from farm gate

to fork. FDI of up to 100% was allowed in food retail

trading but investments are stuck over the reluctance to

allow a small proportion of non-food sales. Writing of

loans as a blanket policy, without scrutiny and restruc-

turing attempts creates a moral hazard for borrowers,

who will have no incentive to stick to credit discipline.

Frequent write-ofs will prod banks to invest in alternat-

ives such as the Rural Infrastructure Development

Fund instead of reaching out to individual farmers to

meet their agricultural lending targets. In which case,

usurious local moneylenders could have a ield day.

In largesse we trust
Two separate decisions on farm loan waivers

could have a domino efect

T
he barbarism of Syria’s civil war was on display

once again when at least 72 people were killed in a

chemical attack in Idlib province. The heart-

breaking images of dead and injured children and des-

perate parents from Idlib’s Khan Sheikhoun have un-

derstandably triggered global outrage and calls for

international action. Syrians have sufered a lot over the

past six years. There have been multiple chemical at-

tacks for which both the regime of Bashar al-Assad and

the jihadists were held to blame. More than 400,000

people are believed to have been killed and millions dis-

placed since the crisis broke out. With violence continu-

ing unabated and the Assad regime not showing any

real interest in settling the crisis, even hopes for peace

and normal life look surreal. The needle of suspicion for

the Idlib attack points towards the regime whose mur-

derous nature has been exposed several times in the

past six years. Idlib is a rebel-held province where the

regime is currently carrying out air strikes. Activists in

the province and Western governments have claimed

the regime used chemical agents in Khan Sheikhoun.

If they are right, Damascus has not only committed a

war crime but also violated a major international agree-

ment. After the 2013 sarin attack in Ghouta in a Damas-

cus suburb that killed hundreds — which was also

blamed on the regime — the U.S. and Russia had agreed

to remove Syria’s chemical weapons stockpiles. As part

of the deal, 1,300 tonnes of chemical agents were

shipped out of Syria and destroyed. The question is,

where did the latest chemical weapons come from?

Syria had either hidden some of the stockpiles or

clandestinely developed such weapons after the deal

was reached — both serious violations. This is a regime

that neither respects the fundamental human rights of

its people nor cares about the international agreements

it has entered into. Irrespective of its role in Tuesday’s

attack, the Syrian regime is primarily responsible for

the country’s humanitarian catastrophe. For years, it

justiied whatever it did in the war saying it was ighting

terrorism. But how long can Mr. Assad sustain this argu-

ment, leaving millions of people vulnerable to

bombers, snipers, chemical agents and tanks? The real

crisis of Syria is that its regime is acting with a sense of

impunity, thanks to the blank security cheque the Rus-

sians have issued to Mr. Assad. The international com-

munity could not hold Mr. Assad to account for his ac-

tions at any point of the Syrian war, which worsened

with the involvement of other regional powers. The

latest attack should be a wake-up call for all these coun-

tries. Syria has to be treated as an immediate priority,

and in a way that transcends the narrow geopolitical in-

terests of regional and global powers. There must be a

coordinated efort to bring the war to an end, and to

hold the perpetrators of war crimes accountable for

their barbarism. Only then can Syria be rebuilt.

Never-ending tragedy
The chemical attack in Syria must compel the

global community to bring the war to an end 

B
angladesh Prime Minister
Sheikh Hasina’s forthcoming
visit to India is being ob-

served keenly here in Dhaka.
There is little question that in the
three years since Narendra Modi
took charge as Indian Prime Minis-
ter, the degree of cooperation
which has generally characterised
Dhaka-Delhi ties has gone up by a
good number of notches, with the
two countries seeing eye to eye on
a number of issues afecting them
as well as the South Asian region.
As an instance, both India and
Bangladesh have adopted a com-
mon stance on tackling terrorism
through not only cracking down on
the purveyors of terror but also
keeping at arm’s length, and in fact
condemning, nations regarded as
sponsors of terrorism in the
region.

A recent trajectory
In recent times, cooperation
between Dhaka and Delhi has been
enhanced in other areas, particu-
larly with respect to Bangladesh’s
measures toward setting up a
power plant in the Sundarbans. At
the same time, Bangladesh has wit-
nessed a rather impressive degree
of Indian investment in other areas
where its economic development
is concerned. In terms of dip-
lomacy in the South Asian region,
both countries have had identical
views on how organisations such
as the South Asian Association for
Regional Cooperation (SAARC)
should be going forward in pro-

moting cooperation among its
member nations. It may be re-
called that India and Bangladesh,
for diferent reasons, pulled out of
the SAARC summit scheduled to be
held in the Pakistani capital of Is-
lamabad last year.

The upcoming visit of the
Bangladesh leader to Delhi, on the
face of it, would appear to be a
courtesy call on the Indian leader-
ship. Yet that would be a rather
naïve way of looking at the realities
which today underscore India-
Bangladesh relations. Sheikh Hasi-
na’s great need at this point of time
is to convince her people that with
her in charge, Bangladesh’s foreign
policy and its operation are on
track, and that through such a pro-
cess, Bangladesh stands the best
chance of being part of a time of re-
gional stability in the region. At
home, the opposition Bangladesh
Nationalist Party (BNP) has already
begun hurling the usual epithets at

the Awami League government to
highlight what it has called genu-
lection before India where pre-
serving Bangladesh’s interests is
the issue. Those charges have of
course been roundly dismissed by
observers. It has not helped the
BNP any bit that since its formation
and subsequent exercise of polit-
ical power in Dhaka, its funda-
mentally anti-India card has con-
tinued to power its attitude to
Dhaka-Delhi relations.

The electoral timescale
Even so, Sheikh Hasina will need to
convince Bangladeshis through
this visit that her government is on
top of things where ties with India
are concerned, given especially the
fact that she and her party faces a
general election in early 2019.
There is little question that in the
last few years, the Hasina govern-
ment has provided stability in such
areas as the economy, even though

there has been disquiet in other
areas, notably in security, as the
government has been coming
down hard on terrorists. A fresh in-
jection of energy into relations
with India can only beneit
Bangladesh and of course convince
Bangladesh’s people that their fu-
ture is in good hands, those of
Sheikh Hasina.

The extent to which ties
between India and Bangladesh can
be re-energised is to be observed
from the fact that a slew of agree-
ments are expected to be signed by
the two countries during the pres-
ence of the Bangladesh leader in
Delhi. A critical aspect of the trip
will certainly be a defence deal that
will likely be initialled by the two
Prime Ministers. This is an area
that is clearly sensitive for the
Bangladesh leader since questions
are already being raised in Dhaka
about the terms of, or even the
need for, such a deal. It may be re-
called that the 25-year treaty of
friendship and cooperation
reached by Prime Minister Indira
Gandhi and Prime Minister Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman in 1972, within
months of Bangladesh’s emer-
gence as an independent state,
continued to be the subject of criti-
cism in anti-Awami League circles
till the deal reached its natural end.
Sheikh Hasina will surely be ex-
tremely cautious as her govern-
ment proceeds to a new deal with
the Modi government. She com-
prehends the worries associated
with the move and will need to con-
vince Bangladeshis that the deal
will be initialled on the basis of sov-
ereign equality and is not a meas-
ure that will have India roping
Bangladesh into its interpretation
of geopolitical realities.

There is, with all this import-
ance attached to Sheikh Hasina’s
visit to Delhi, the Indian govern-

ment’s worry about the increasing
levels of cooperation between
Bangladesh and China, particu-
larly in the spheres of the economy
and defence. Dhaka’s recent pro-
curement of two submarines from
Beijing, coupled with Sheikh Hasi-
na’s statement that no country
would now dare to attack
Bangladesh, can only have raised
eyebrows in the corridors of power
in Delhi. The Bangladesh Prime
Minister has therefore a particular
need now to convince the Indian
leadership that Dhaka’s links with
Beijing are in no way an efort to
turn away from its traditional links
with Delhi, but are aimed at ensur-
ing for itself a basis of balanced, co-
operative relations with the major
players in the region. For good
measure, the Chinese will be keep-
ing a hawk’s eye on the Hasina-
Modi deliberations in Delhi.

The Teesta factor
And then, of course, there is the
matter of the sharing of the Teesta
waters, a subject that has contin-
ued to be the focus of discussions
in Dhaka ever since the possibility
of a deal was scuttled in 2011.
Bangladeshis by and large con-
tinue to hope that Prime Minister
Modi will be able to live up to his
promise of a treaty being arrived at
through his inluence. That could
again depend on how a meeting of
three Bengalis — President Pranab
Mukherjee, Prime Minister Sheikh
Hasina and West Bengal Chief Min-
ister Mamata Banerjee — goes at
Rashtrapati Bhavan in Delhi.

The Hasina visit should throw
up substantive results for both
Bangladesh and India. Anything
less will be disappointing.

Syed Badrul Ahsan is associate editor, 
The Asian Age, in Dhaka

A new Delhi chapter for Sheikh Hasina
Expectations are high in Bangladesh that her India visit will yield substantial results 

syed badrul ahsan
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inance Minister Arun Jaitley, in
his reply to the discussion on
the Finance Bill, has pointed

again to the small direct tax base.
Detailed tax data for 2012-13 showed
that the picture has changed little
from the 1990s, when only 1% of In-
dians were in the direct tax net.

Mr. Jaitley has presented data on
the large sums of money deposited
into some bank accounts post the
demonetisation of November 8,
2016. The implication is that these
may be black funds and they are be-
ing tracked and the people behind
them will be caught.

The secretary of the Income Tax
Gazetted Oicers Association has
written to the Central Board of Dir-
ect Taxes Chairperson that the top
leadership has issued directions, at
times hourly, leading to confusion
and indecision and to spoiling the
image of the tax department. Of-
icers have exerted pressure on tax-
payers via email, SMS and sum-
mons. In spite of all this, apparently
little black income has been
declared.

Decoding account deposits
In the Budget speech, the Finance
Minister stated, “Deposits of more

than ₹80 lakh were made in 1.48
lakh accounts with average deposit
size of ₹3.31 crore… deposits
between ₹2 lakh and ₹80 lakh were
made in about 1.09 crore accounts
with an average deposit size of ₹5.03
lakh.” These two add up to about
₹10 lakh crore. Thus, two-third of
the total of ₹15 lakh crore of old
notes returned to the banks were
accounted for by 1.1 crore accounts.
Even if one or two lakh crores of this
sum proves to be black (after years
of litigation, etc.), this would hardly
dent the black economy generating
₹93 lakh crore in 2016.

Many businesses such as petrol
stations and hospitals generate a lot
of daily cash. They were allowed to
use old currency notes; every day,
they would have deposited lakhs of
rupees, and over a month, crores.

Businesses hold working capital
and cash in hand which, depending
on the size of the business, could be
substantial. Mr. Jaitley has stated
that there are “5.6 crore informal
sector individual enterprises and
irms doing small business”. Such
small businesses work mostly in
cash and, therefore, may hold fairly
large sums of it. He has also said that
there are 13.94 lakh registered com-
panies as of March 31, 2014. Of
these, 5.97 lakh iled tax returns but
2.76 lakh of them showed a loss or
zero income.

Companies not iling returns or
running at a loss or at zero proit
also hold cash — to hire labour, buy
inputs, spend on overheads. The
number of businesses mentioned

by the Finance Minister and the
crores of farmers together could le-
gitimately hold about ₹9 lakh crore
of cash in hand. The remaining ₹8.5
lakh crore of currency in circulation
in October 2016 would have been
with households.

All cash isn’t black
The government has said it would
use ‘data mining’ to igure out
whether the large deposits in ac-
counts are consistent with their de-
clared incomes. This will be a dii-
cult exercise at best. Cash as
working capital has to be distin-
guished from cash as saving from in-
come. Every household keeps some

money for day-to-day requirements
and for emergencies. The 26 crore
Indian households could hold
about ₹5.5 lakh crore for these pur-
poses. The balance of the currency
in circulation, another ₹3 lakh
crore, could be held as black sav-
ings. Since about four crore people
generate substantial black incomes,
the average cash holding of this
group would be ₹75,000. Not a huge
sum of money. 

This is not to say that some indi-
viduals may not hold large sums of
cash which may be black. It is gener-
ally believed that lakhs of people
have sacks full of currency at home
or on their business premises. Sup-
pose one lakh entities hold ₹20
crore as black cash; that would
amount to ₹20 lakh crore which is
more than the currency in circula-
tion (₹17.5 lakh crore) in October
2016. It is very likely that not even
10,000 entities would have an aver-
age of ₹20 crore in cash.

The notion that black means
holding cash is not generally correct
and may be true only for a few.

The Finance Minister pointed to
the narrow direct tax base by saying
that the number of people declaring
income of above ₹50 lakh is only
1.72 lakh. He contrasted this with
the 1.25 crore cars bought in the last
ive years. He said, “The predomin-
ance of cash in the economy makes
it possible for the people to evade
their taxes.”

Again, black has been equated
with cash. The lacuna is that the
above tax data do not give the actual

income but the income declared for
tax purposes. Given the large num-
ber of concessions and deductions
available, actual incomes are much
greater than the taxable income. So,
many more can legitimately aford
to buy cars. Further, clarity is
needed as to how many cars bought
were commercial or by the wealthy.
More importantly, if the depart-
ment could not catch them during
normal times then in these days of
heavy pressure of work, is it pos-
sible? The Income Tax Department
is barely able to audit 1% of those in
the tax net.

The money deposited in the
banks cannot be assumed to be
black — the Income Tax Department
has to prove that. The explanation
given by the suspects would have to
be scrutinised. Most of those who
deposited more than ₹2.5 lakh
would have known that they could
be asked questions since the gov-
ernment had already announced
that. So, care would have been exer-
cised in depositing the sums, such
as showing it on the books as cash in
hand and working capital or using
shell companies.

In brief, the data given by the Fin-
ance Minister in the Budget speech
does not imply that demonetisation
will help unearth substantial black
incomes, because cash deposited
does not automatically make it
black and black cash is a tiny part of
the black economy.

Arun Kumar is a retired professor of
economics, Jawaharlal Nehru University

Painting it all black
Demonetisation may not unearth much because large deposits in banks aren’t necessarily black money

arun kumar

G
E

T
T

Y
 I
M

A
G

E
S
/I

S
T

O
C

K

U.P. loan waiver
Uttar Pradesh’s climatic
zone can be described as
tropical monsoon.
Variations do exist in
diferent parts of this large
State, but the uniformity of
the vast Indo-Gangetic plain
which forms a bulk of the
land mass of the State gives
it a predominantly single
climatic pattern with minor
regional variations. Some
districts of the
Bundelkhand region in
Uttar Pradesh were blighted
by continuous drought
between 2003 and 2010,
loods in 2011, a late
monsoon and deicit rain in
2012 and 2013, followed by a
second spell of drought in
2014. Unseasonal rain just
around the time the winter
(rabi) crop was to be
harvested in 2014 and 2015
spelt ruin.
The Agricultural Debt
Waiver and Debt Relief
Scheme initiated by the UPA
government in 2008 faced
sharp criticism at that time
from many groups,
including the Opposition

parties in Parliament,
agricultural experts, and
bankers. The main criticism
was that it could cripple the
agricultural credit system.
Hence, the present U.P.
government should have
announced the farm loan
waiver in selected regions
only where crop yields were
afected, and not to the
entire State (“Yogi waives
farm loans up to ₹1 lakh”,
April 5).
K.M.K. Murthy,

Secunderabad

Right to recall
The framers of the
Constitution would never
have visualised such a
drastic decay of political
morals in independent
India. The preamble of the
Constitution, ‘We the
people of India’, speaks
volumes of the faith
members of the Constituent
Assembly reposed in the
people who have since been
betrayed. The fact that the
‘right to recall’ has entered
public discourse clearly
shows a craving for political

reforms (“The right to recall
legislators”, April 5).
However, considering the
vastness/diversity of the
country and its largely
illiterate voter base, the
recall procedure may not
remove deiciencies in
electoral laws. It could also
turn out to be a burden on
the exchequer and could
even induce chaos in
governance with frequent
elections and recalls.
Further, there is no
guarantee that even with
safeguards, political parties
will not turn the recall
process too into a farce. It is
time the overhauling of
electoral laws and reforms
in polity with necessary
constitutional amendments
is done to bring in
transparency in the dealings
and accountability in the
conduct of public
representatives.
Vijay Yellamelli,

Visakhapatnam

Ancient academic roots
During his visit to the
excavated site of

Vikramshila University in
Bhagalpur district of Bihar,
President Pranab
Mukherjee expressed
interest in a revival of this
ancient university on the
lines of Nalanda University
(“Pranab hopeful of reviving
Vikramshila University”,
April 3). In expressing this,
he has highlighted the need
of academic research in our
educational institutions.
This university was an
important seat of learning
in its time but was later
destroyed. Vikramshila,
along with Nalanda and
Takshashila, are ine
examples of India’s rich and
ancient academic heritage.
At a time when India’s top
ranking educational
institutions struggle to ind
an honourable place among
the world’s top educational
institutions, we should
learn from our past.
Dinesh Kumar,

Jhajjar, Haryana

IPL 10
As the tenth IPL season
begins, only one thought

crosses my mind: how long
has one to endure this
extravaganza (Editorial –
“The IPL at 10”, April 5)? It
is high time that this form of
cricket, and the ugly face of
Indian cricket, faded out. 
It is distressing to read
about discussions on how
many crores are spent on
each cricketer, a jarring
issue in a country where
farmers are facing agrarian
distress and governments
are looking the other way
instead of in alleviating their
plight.
Apart from being the
fountainhead of inancial
irregularities such as
undeserving auction prices
for cricketers, encouraging
betting and mindless
advertising, the IPL has only
inlicted great damage by
corrupting the very values
of cricket as a game, which
have taken years and years
to evolve. One hopes that
there is a miracle to end this
menace and the BCCI
juggernaut kept in check. 
Y.V.N Sarma,

Visakhapatnam

Super Sindhu
The Indian Open win is
signiicant for P.V. Sindhu,
which she has achieved by
defeating a few top-ranked
players in the world (‘Sport’
– “Sindhu canters to India
Open title”, April 3). In a
nation swept by cricket
frenzy, her recent
accomplishments are all the
more striking. She has been
able to draw the nation’s
attention towards herself
through her achievements.
R. Sivakumar,

Chennai

■ P.V. Sindhu’s victory can
easily be described as
“sweet revenge” for her
Olympic loss. She let the
racquet do all the talking,
never giving her opponent a
chance to recover. One
needs to admire her ‘refuse-
to-lose’ attitude. I hope she
continues to fetch more
laurels for herself and India
in the days ahead.
R. Sampath,

Chennai
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DATA POINT

The Prime Minister, Mrs. Indira Gandhi, declared with all the
emphasis at her command, that there was no desire to impose
Hindi on the South and the D.M.K. need not have any concern
in this regard. While the Government believed that all the na-
tional languages would have equal status, it was also import-
ant that to understand each other they should have a link lan-
guage. The Government had given the solemn assurance that
English would be retained as an associate language of the
Union till such time as it was necessary, Mrs. Gandhi said. The
Prime Minister also said that the bill to implement the assur-
ances given by her father would be introduced in the budget
session of Parliament.. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 6, 1967

English as associate language
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FROM ARCHIVES

Various quarters including the British Empire Producers’
Association are energetically appealing to the Imperial Gov-
ernment to remove the embargo on the exportation of Indian
coffee to Great Britain. The “Morning Post” says: “Mr. Cham-
berlain has proved himself a friend to India and it is difficult to
believe, that he will allow this injustice to be perpetrated,
more especially as the tonnage required is small and is already
reserved. Moreover, something in the nature of preference is
being given to South American coffee, large quantities of
which arrived in England before prohibition. Most of it is be-
lieved to be held to the German account, and before the war
was usually shipped direct to Germany. The paper strongly
protests against coffee grown by neutrals, for enemy destina-
tion, being given a monopoly in the British market, against cof-
fee grown in one of the most loyal Native States.”

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO APRIL 6, 1917

Cofee imports question

The simple building of the Is-
raeli state archives is a wonder
that has not been explored by
many Indians despite the fact
that it has been 25 years since In-
dia and Israel established
formal diplomatic ties. It is in
this building that letters from In-
dians are stored, addressed to
leaders like Golda Meir and Shi-
mon Peres, just to convey ap-
preciation of Israel’s ability to
triumph against forces opposed
to it. 

After the setback of the war of
1962 with China and the pyrrhic
victory of the 1965 war with
Pakistan, young and old Indians
alike found the spectacular vic-

tory of Israel in the 1967 war ifty years ago inspiring and fan
letters from India began to pour into Israel with queries and
appreciation for the ‘brave’ Israelis. 

Most of these ‘civil society letters’ poured in the late 1960s
and in the early 1970s. Though not of much historical senti-
ment, these letters written following the Six-Day War of 1967
show how Israel’s supporters romanticised the country be-
sieged on all sides by hostile powers. 

The war of 1967 which built much of the Israeli legends of
valour was not the irst war that the tiny country won. Israel
fought a war soon after its birth in 1948. This was followed by
the 1956 Suez war which provided a battleield victory but
drew diplomatic criticism for the uneasy partnership of Israel
with the U.K. and France. 

The war of 1967 was special as Israel inally got the Jewish
holy sites from the control of Jordan, including Old Jerusalem.
Though negotiations for the peace treaty with Jordan and
Egypt would go on for years for settling the outcome of the
1967 war, the fact was that the war, brief and surgical in execu-
tion, achieved its goal of defeating all the “frontline states”. 

Four years on
India’s hero of its own brief war soon after, in 1971, the late Lt.
General J.F.R. Jacob, had his brush with a similarly well-ex-
ecuted plan, leading to the creation of Bangladesh. General
Jacob, who features in the famous photograph of surrender of
Pakistan forces in Dhaka, loved to recount how the brevity of
the ierce war of 1971 was the result of careful calculation of the
Indian military commanders and political leadership. Follow-
ing the war, Prime Minister Indira Gandhi took a diicult de-
cision during the Shimla Pact of 1972, and freed 93,000
Pakistani soldiers for the sake of post-war reconciliation with
Pakistan.

June 2017 marks the half century of that deining military
victory of Israel which also bears similarity with the India-
Pakistan war of 1971. But the war of 1967 is also a reminder that
war could be the product of failed diplomacy, but such wars as
of 1967 and 1971 also demand post-war successful diplomacy
and negotiation for a just settlement of issues. 

Anniversary analyses
To successfully conclude a war, one
needs a swift, reconciliation-driven
diplomatic initiative 
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In June last year the first result to be
declared in Britain’s EU referendum
was from Gibraltar, the tiny British
overseas territory on Spain’s south-
ern coast, with an estimated popula-
tion of around 30,000. The result
was a resounding victory for the re-
main-in-Europe campaign: nearly
84% of voters turned out, and 96% of
them voted in. The result was hardly
surprising. While most residents of
Gibraltar are British passport holders
(following legislation in 1981), the ter-
ritory is very interlinked with that of
the European Union, and Spain in
particular; its status as an offshore
banking centre, thanks to its low-tax
environment, is boosted by its mem-
bership of the EU. Even before the
referendum there were warnings
that Brexit could complicate the del-
icate balance that had been struck
between Britain and Spain in recent
years over the thorny issue of the
“Rock”, as it is often known.

A British outpost in Europe
Gibraltar is a British overseas territ-
ory, ceded to Britain in 1713, one of 14
such locations dotted across the
globe, though the only one to be part
of the EU single market (it is not part
of the customs union). The popula-
tion has been resolutely committed
to remaining in Britain, when offered
the choice in past decades. In 1967, a
referendum on whether to pass un-
der Spanish sovereignty or retain
their link with Britain resulted in
over 99% voting in favour of the lat-
ter option. A second referendum
held in 2002, which proposed joint
sovereignty with Spain, was also re-
jected by 98.97% of the voters.

Over the centuries the relation-
ship between Britain and Spain over
Gibraltar has been marked by ten-
sions, with various developments
(such as an early visit by Queen Eliza-
beth in the 1950s, and a 1965 “red
book” published by Spain that ac-
cused Britain of imperialistic ad-
vances) stoking the situation. Mod-
ern tensions reached their height in
1969 when a new constitution of
Gibraltar declared that it would re-
main a part of Britain’s dominions.
The Spanish dictator Francisco
Franco shut the border, which re-
mained closed till 1982, several years

after his death.
EU membership of both Spain and

Britain has influenced the treatment
of Gibraltar in a number of ways,
says Richard Whitman, head of the
politics and international relations at
Kent University and a senior fellow at
Chatham House. “When the U.K.
joined the European Economic Com-
munity, it got the principle accepted
that Gibraltar was in effect part of the
U.K.’s accession to the EU. The U.K.
used EU membership to normalise
the situation and not make it anomal-
ous in anyway,” he says, adding that
when Spain did join the union, it im-
plicitly recognised the status of
Gibraltar.

EU, U.K. and Gibraltar
Despite the clear role that the EU
played in stabilising the situation, it
was accorded limited attention, in
Westminster at least. The White Pa-
per outlining the British govern-
ment’s position on Brexit, published
in February, made brief mention of
Gibraltar, noting that it had particu-
lar interests and was not part of a
customs union. However, it was not
referred to in the formal letter Prime
Minister Theresa May sent last week
triggering Brexit talks.

“One of the great complaints in
Gibraltar has been their anxiety that
they are not being taken seriously
when it comes to the special circum-
stances of what they stand to lose by
exiting,” says Professor Whitman. It’s
a message reiterated by some politi-
cians: over the weekend Clare
Moody, the Labour Member of
European Parliament for the South
West and Gibraltar, told the BBC that
the failure to include Gibraltar in the
triggering letter highlighted the lack
of recognition being given to it by Bri-
tain, something that she said risked
hurting not just Gibraltarians, but
also the thousands of Spanish people
who came across the border to work
on a daily basis.

Over the past week, Gibraltar has
suddenly surfaced as a major issue of
contention following the EU’s draft
negotiating guidelines’ inclusion of a
reference to Gibraltar. “After the
United Kingdom leaves the Union, no
agreement between the EU and the
United Kingdom may apply to the
territory of Gibraltar without the
agreement between the Kingdom of
Spain and the United Kingdom,” the
document reads. The draft is set to
be discussed and approved by mem-
ber states at a meeting at the end of
the month.

In reality, the document simply
states facts: when it comes to negoti-

ating any post- Brexit deal for the
U.K. and its territories, Spain, as a
member of the EU, would have al-
ways had a veto. 

However, that has not stopped the
sabre-rattling in the U.K. “Up Yours
Senors!” declared the right-wing
newspaper The Sun, that cam-
paigned heavily to leave the EU,
while a former Conservative leader,
Michael Howard, went one step fur-
ther, essentially suggesting that Bri-
tain would be willing to defend
Gibraltar by force, likening what Ms.
May would be willing to do to how
Margaret Thatcher went to war with
Argentina over the Falkland Islands
in 1982. Spain, for its part, has ex-
pressed bafflement about the hype
that the issue had generated in
Britain.

A foretaste of the future
The developments highlight a num-
ber of things: from the early days
after the referendum, the British gov-
ernment has stood accused of not be-
ing prepared to face the very com-
plex issues that Brexit would bring to
the surface — from the status of
Northern Ireland and Scotland to the
plight of individual industries.
Gibraltar would seem to be yet an-
other such example.

It also highlights the dangerous,
nationalist rhetoric often being in-
voked by politicians, within and out-
side the government, as Britain pre-
pares to leave the EU. “It reeks of

19th century jingoism,” former La-
bour Minister Jack Straw told the BBC
on Monday, noting that not even
Franco had resorted to discussing
military force as a means of resolving
the Gibraltar issue.

For now, tensions have subsided
somewhat, and Prof. Whitman says
he is at least optimistic that both
sides will have to commit to finding a
solution that works in everyone’s in-
terests. Getting a right deal on Gibral-
tar is important for Spain as much as
it is for Britain: providing a source of
employment to a deprived part of
Spain. It will also be keen to reach a
deal that tackles Gibraltar’s low-tax
status, which it says is detrimentally
impacted, and has long been one of
the issues of contention. Britain, for
its part, will be acutely aware of the
role that Gibraltar’s combined mem-
bership of the EU and its tax status
has on its economic success (it could
lose out to other low-tax EU econom-
ies such as Luxembourg) and how it
would struggle to peg its future on
the “great trading nation” that Bri-
tain says it strives to be as it exits
Europe.

Says Whitman, “It’s a question of
how integrated the EU wants the U.K.
to remain and for the U.K. to decide
where it trades off this desire for sov-
ereignty against a need to preserve
so much of what it has.”

vidya.ram@thehindu.co.in

Brexit could complicate the delicate balance between Britain and Spain over Gibraltar

Raring to leave?
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In July 2000, the United Nations Security
Council (UNSC) adopted Resolution 1308,
calling for “urgent and exceptional actions”
to mitigate the threats posed by HIV/AIDS. As
the first disease to be the subject of a UNSC
resolution, the exceptional status of HIV/
AIDS has brought about unprecedented
levels of international funding allocated
primarily in developing countries where re-
sponses to the disease have historically been
scarce or non-existent. 

Sword of funding cuts
While the exceptional approach to HIV/AIDS
was warranted in the earlier stages of re-
sponses at the national level, it has become
increasingly ineffective over time. This is vis-
ible through duplicated/parallel health sys-
tems and unsustainable funding. The over-
dependence on international assistance,
coupled with the overwhelming policy pref-
erence towards HIV/AIDS, has resulted in the
marginalisation of other pressing health
threats such as malnutrition, and maternal
and child health care. 

Most importantly, there has been a stag-
nating and even declining trend of HIV/AIDS
international financial assistance in recent
years. Data show that most European donor
governments have reduced their financial
commitments since 2012. Moreover, in light
of the continuous economic boom in India
and China, international funding agencies
now argue that these countries should be
donors instead of recipients of international
HIV/AIDS-specific grants and loans. Without
renewed and increased commitment from
international donors and recipient govern-
ments, the sustainability of future national
HIV/AIDS programmes is in doubt.

In response to the changing global health
agenda, most of these countries are priorit-
ising the integration of HIV/AIDS pro-
grammes into existing health-related sys-
tems. This shift implies that international
funding organisations now exert a tremend-
ous influence on the priority of health issues
in the developing world. In this, India is by
no means unique. An integration of HIV/
AIDS interventions and primary health-care
systems has taken place in India from 2010
onwards. For instance, six components of
the National AIDS Control Programme
(NACP)-III merged with the National Rural

Health Mission (NRHM) in 2010. The integra-
tion of HIV/AIDS responses under the um-
brella health system is ongoing in the NACP-
IV; where all the service delivery units ex-
cept the targeted interventions (TIs) have
been set up within the health-care system. 

At the 2016 high-level meeting at the UN
General Assembly, India pledged to follow
targets towards ending HIV/AIDS as a public
health threat in the next five years, and end-
ing the epidemic by 2030. India is now play-
ing a larger role in funding its HIV/AIDS pro-
grammes — two-thirds of the budget for the
NACP-IV is provided by the Government of
India and comes from the domestic budget.
Indian HIV/AIDS programmes have progress-
ively become less dependent on foreign as-
sistance considering that over 85% of the
budgets in the first and second phases of the
NACPs and 75% in the third phase were sup-
ported by international and bilateral funding
mechanisms. But in order to ensure the sus-
tainability of the HIV/AIDS interventions,
continuous integration of HIV/AIDS pro-
grammes into a larger health system is re-
quired. However, despite rapid economic de-
velopment over the past two decades, public
expenditure on health care in India as a pro-
portion of GDP is among the world’s lowest.
India’s health-care expenditure is also com-
paratively less than other BRICS countries. 

Awareness versus stigma
A UN report showed that “India has the third
largest number of people living with HIV/
AIDS in the world and accounts for about 4
out of 10 people living with HIV/AIDS in the
region”. If the goal of ending HIV/AIDS in In-
dia by 2030 is to become reality, there not
only has to be an increase in budgetary alloc-
ation to public health care but also a more
concentrated effort to increase AIDS aware-
ness. Evidence suggests that many people
suffering from HIV/AIDS in Asia lack the
awareness that they test positive. 

Despite the prevailing advocacy of HIV/
AIDS interventions in an integrative manner,
there has been a consistent push to maintain
the exceptional status of HIV/AIDS as a
unique global health challenge. It is argued
that certain levels of AIDS exceptionalism
should be maintained when we perceive
ending HIV/AIDS as a means to an end. If we
can end HIV/AIDS, we can end other press-
ing developmental problems, where the
costs of the disease and its care present a ser-
ious economic burden. 

Kirit Premjibhai Solanki, a professor of surgery, is a
Member of Parliament. He is also a member of the
Advisory Group on HIV/AIDS & Maternal Health,
Inter-Parliamentary Union. Catherine Yuk-ping Lo is a
Research Fellow, Department of Asian and
International Studies, City University of Hong Kong

AIDS-free by 2030, 
India included 
The road map must include higher budgetary allocation 
to public health care and increasing AIDS awareness 

Kirit Premjibhai Solanki & 

Catherine Yuk-ping Lo

Ethnocentrism
Sociology

Ethnocentrism refers to
people’s tendency to use
their own beliefs, values
and standards as reference
points to judge others’ be-
liefs, values and standards
as morally wrong, inferior,
or simply incorrect (for in-
stance, ancient Greeks and
Romans believed all others
to be “barbarians”). This
tendency to see one’s
group as the centre of
everything can result in
serious miscommunica-
tion, distrust, hostility or
contempt in cross-cultural
interactions. While most
social scientists credit soci-
ologist William G. Sumner
for the introduction of this
concept in his 1906 book
Folkways, others argue
that it was described by so-
ciologist Ludwig
Gumplowicz. This confu-
sion, or error, could be be-
cause English-speaking so-
cial scientists often failed
to acknowledge those
thinkers whose works were
in other languages. 
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Why has the debate about
Pluto being a planet been
exhumed all over again?
The immediate provoca-
tion was a Johns Hopkins
University scientist, Kirby
Runyon, and his poster
last month at a scientific
conference. His presenta-
tion argued that the defini-
tion of what constitutes a
planet be changed. Dr.
Runyon and poster co-au-
thors (including Alan
Stern, a senior astronomer
who’d vigorously opposed
Pluto’s demotion a decade
ago) were part of the sci-
ence team on the New Ho-
rizons mission to Pluto,
operated for NASA by the
Johns Hopkins University
Applied Physics Laborat-
ory. In the summer of
2015, the New Horizons
spacecraft became the first
to fly by Pluto, passing
within 8,000 miles and
sending back the first
close-up images ever of
Pluto. These factors com-
bined to whet interest in
the revivification of Pluto’s
planetary status.

What’s Runyon’s argument

and will that once again
mean nine planets? The In-
ternational Astronomical
Union, in 2006, laid down
three criteria for a rocky
body to be planet: it must
orbit the sun, it must be
round, the body and its
satellites must “orbit in a
clear path around the
sun”. It’s the last bit that
buried Pluto, as many
other asteroids and plan-
ets, some bigger than
Pluto, were found in its or-
bital neighbourhood. Dr.
Runyon and co-authors
proposed that the offend-
ing third clause be deleted.
To be sure, there isn’t a
novel scientific argument
for Pluto’s case that hasn’t
already been made. Pluto
being made a planet again,
according to him, would
mean that “the public
would again fall in love
with planetary
exploration.”

What are the
consequences of accepting
the modified definition? 
Along with Pluto being up-
graded from its current
“dwarf planet” status,

nearly 100 other celestial
bodies in the solar system
could also become plan-
ets. The celestial bodies in-
clude Europa, a moon of
Jupiter, and our very own
moon. It also means that
there will be nothing spe-
cial about the existing
eight planets and that, ac-
cording to critics of Dr.
Runyon, would offer a dis-
torted picture of the solar
system.

Can there be finality to this
debate? The International
Astronomical Union ar-
rived at their decision to
demote Pluto after two
years of debate and a pro-
posal to a ‘Planet Defini-
tion’ sub-committee. This
was then put to a vote,
with 237 astronomers vot-
ing for and 157 against.
There’s no report yet of
the IAU moving to recon-
sider their position. Dr.
Stern has argued that most
of these astronomers were
not ‘planetary scientists.’
Those who are convinced,
proceed with their science
as if Pluto is the planet
from pre-2006 textbooks.

For the love of Pluto
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Plans are aloat to revive its planetary status
jacob koshy 
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