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EDITORIAL

B
y cancelling the by-election to the Dr. Radhakrish-

nan Nagar Assembly constituency in Tamil Nadu,

the Election Commission has gone well beyond

indicting the ruling AIADMK (Amma), and its candidate

and deputy general secretary, T.T.V. Dhinakaran. In its

elaborate order, the EC also raised the possibility of dis-

qualifying a candidate for a period up to six years if the

candidate exceeded the prescribed limit for election ex-

penses by either directly incurring or authorising them

in the campaign, and for three years for failure to

render a correct account of the expenses. Clearly, the

EC, while detailing the series of violations that its per-

sonnel recorded, was not being defensive of its own

monitoring of the electoral process. The order recalled

the provisions of the Representation of the People Act,

1951, relating to disqualiication of a candidate, and the

source of the EC’s own powers, Article 324 of the Consti-

tution. During the Assembly election last year, the EC

had postponed polls in two constituencies citing elect-

oral malpractices, but nothing more came of it. The

same candidates of the two major parties, the AIADMK

and the DMK, contested the elections when they were

held later. This time, expressing its “anguish over the

sordid state of afairs”, the EC stated that the methods

adopted by parties and their leaders to bypass the mon-

itoring of unauthorised and illegal election expenses

needed to be dealt with a heavy hand. Without doubt,

the tone and tenor of the order reveal a seriousness of

purpose that goes beyond the immediate circum-

stances of the R.K. Nagar by-election.

For Mr. Dhinakaran, the stakes were higher than for

any other candidate, desperate as he was for political

legitimacy and a possible shot at chief ministership.

There was a popular impression that he tried to pay his

way to victory by systematically distributing cash,

ward-wise, through ministers and party functionaries.

The EC did its best to monitor the electoral process,

through an unprecedented number of central observ-

ers, lying squad teams, static surveillance teams and

video surveillance teams. But these did not appear to

have had a deterrence efect. There were complaints of

innovative forms of inducement: milk tokens, mobile

phone recharge coupons, newspaper subscriptions,

cash transfer to no-frills bank accounts and payments

to mobile wallets. But despite the registration of cases,

arrests and identiication of malpractices, it was clear

that ruling party functionaries were continuing with

their ofer of inducements and allurements. When the

Income Tax department submitted a report dated April

8 about its search and seizure action at the premises of

Tamil Nadu Minister C. Vijaya Baskar, the EC concluded

that the electoral process had been vitiated irredeem-

ably. If public conidence in the democratic process is to

be restored, the EC must ensure that candidates indul-

ging in such electoral practices are debarred swiftly.

A damning indictment
Debar candidates indulging in electoral

malpractices from contesting again

P
rime Minister Narendra Modi’s assurance to visit-

ing Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina of

an “early resolution” to the Teesta water dispute

has irmly brought the elephant in the room to the fore.

Mr. Modi’s statement, made in the presence of West

Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, has been

widely welcomed. It deined both India’s commitment

to the Teesta water-sharing agreement and the Central

government’s commitment to working with the West

Bengal government to conclude the agreement for

which the framework was initialled in 2011. The holdout

is clearly political; hence the resolution will only come

from political dialogue, and must be forged quickly.

Both governments would do well to understand the ad-

vice hidden in Sheikh Hasina’s message during a speech

where she praised “all parties and all politicians” for

coming together and clearing the land boundary agree-

ment (LBA), to swap enclaves India and Pakistan held in

each other’s territory, in 2015. “Like in 1971, the entire

Indian people came together for Bangladesh for it

[LBA],” Ms. Hasina said, stressing the need for bipartis-

anship to prevail in ties. Credit for the strength of the re-

lationship should go also to the previous Manmohan

Singh government. Dr. Singh and Ms. Hasina expended

signiicant political capital to transform ties, particu-

larly on cooperation on terrorism, and the frameworks

for the land swap and water-sharing arrangements.

Nevertheless, it is to the credit of both Mr. Modi and

Ms. Hasina that India and Bangladesh were able to make

progress on other issues such as energy cooperation

and connectivity, signing a total of 22 agreements, with

another 14 in the ield of private investment and MoUs.

The MoU on a framework for defence cooperation es-

sentially formalised existing arrangements for defence

exchanges, military training and high-level defence vis-

its, while the agreement of cooperation on peaceful

uses of nuclear energy endorsed the existing training

programmes for Bangladeshi scientists at Indian facilit-

ies. India’s announcement of further lines of credit of $5

billion, including $500 million for defence purchases,

the largest such LoC extended to any country so far, is

important. In a context where connectivity is the new

currency to extend one’s inluence and where China is

taking the lead with its Belt & Road initiative, India has

chosen well to extend funds to rebuild old railway lines,

and construct bridges, power plants, ports and roads in

Bangladesh. Plans to revive inland waterway channels

are also under way, and hold the potential to increase

connectivity with Nepal and Bhutan. Not only will these

measures strengthen the bonds with Bangladesh, with

which India shares its longest international border as

well as historical bonds, they will help India connect to

itself, to the beneit especially of the northeastern

States.

Transformative visit
India assures Bangladesh on Teesta water

sharing, as the two countries broadbase ties 

E
ven before the remarks made
by former Member of Parlia-
ment Tarun Vijay had been

aired on international television, it
was clear that we were in for a ram-
bunctious debate on racism in In-
dia. After news of the unspeakably
ugly treatment meted out to an
African woman in Bengaluru some
months ago and scenes of an
African being beaten by young In-
dians in a mall in Greater Noida re-
cently went viral on the Internet,
Mr. Vijay set himself the task of ab-
solving Indians of racism by refer-
ence to history and in the process
opened up an issue of relevance to
us ourselves. Before we turn to
this, however, it may be useful to
suggest some ways in which we can
quickly assuage at least partially
the hurt that our African students
must feel, before turning vigor-
ously to building institutions that
ensure their security and encour-
age them to feel part of the com-
munity in India.

A sense of community
Despite the attempts by the gov-
ernment to bring international stu-
dents to India, the experience of
foreign students here has not al-
ways been a happy one, this being
particularly so for those from
Africa, though there could be ex-
ceptions. Part of the problem is
that there are no mechanisms in
our educational institutions to en-
able these students to settle down
and lourish. What is worse is that
university authorities appear to be
unaware of the need for these. 

This contrasts deeply with ar-
rangements in other English-
speaking countries that receive
students from India. There our stu-
dents are made to feel welcome
and informed of the existence of in-
stitutional arrangements to cater
to their concerns. One only needs

to read the educational supple-
ment of this newspaper for ac-
counts of the happy experience of
Indian students abroad today. Of
the experiences of Indians who
studied abroad, we need only re-
call the great afection for the Brit-
ish public formed by Mahatma
Gandhi while he trained to be a
lawyer in England. This was to last
for the rest of his life even as he led
a national movement against the
British empire. Furthermore, from
his strategy to his goals, Gandhi
was inspired by western thinkers
such as Henry David Thoreau and
John Ruskin, which would have
been unlikely had his experience
of England been negative.

We might want to relect on
what impression we are leaving on
the young African students who
come to study here. Judging by the
expression of most of them on in-
ternational television, it is not par-
ticularly inspiring, even though
some of it may have been inlu-
enced by immediate events. It is
not that we do not know what is
needed right now. State govern-
ments must be instructed by the
Centre to see that African students
are assured of their safety and all
educational institutions must with
immediate efect double-up the at-
tention they devote to their per-
sonal needs, which range from
housing to food. But it is important
that this initiative to welcome our
overseas students does not end up
as yet another government scheme
to be obeyed with sullen passivity
and implemented in the letter but
not in spirit.

India’s educational institutions
need to create a sense of com-
munity, something sorely lacking
in them today. It was not always so.
I recall that over four decades ago
the Christian college in Madras
where I had studied did a pretty
good job of providing a kind of
home to students from as far away
as Fiji and Africa, including, dare I
say, from Nigeria. This had some-
thing to do with their sense of
mission.

The ripple efects of Mr. Vijay’s
observations, however, are going
to be harvested in India and not to

the west of the Horn of Africa. As a
challenge to the characterisation of
the Greater Noida attacks as racist,
Mr. Vijay is reported to have quer-
ied, “If we are racist, how is it that
we live with South Indians [for they
are “black” too]?” Only out of polit-
ical correctness would we chastise
him for the colour coding. After all,
in India the southerners are on av-
erage darker complexioned than
the northerners. What is signiic-
ant therefore is only his observa-
tion that “we live with”, implying
that the group to which he belongs,
presumably the people to the
north of the Vindhyas, extend a fa-
vour to those who live to its south.
If this was just a patronising re-
mark, it would matter for little. 

The impulse to dominate
However, it is such a blatant delu-
sion that it needs calling out, for
Mr. Vijay belongs to the Rashtriya
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), an or-
ganisation that is making inroads
into the governance of India via the
Bharatiya Janata Party. The fact
that Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Karnataka
and the once-undivided Andhra
Pradesh have largely held out
against the ‘Hindu, Hindu, Hindus-
tan’ project of the RSS is a sign not
of the generosity of the group that
Mr. Vijay implicitly represents but
that the attempt to dominate the

peoples of south India did not suc-
ceed. No amount of inessing can
alter this perception. The ideo-
logue’s spin is no more than the
masking of a defeated project by
projecting it as magnanimity.

While race as a category may
have been discredited in science,
the primordial loyalties that early
observers, mostly from the West,
had characterised as racial have
not only been part of the history of
mankind but also remain to this
day. The forces that have catapul-
ted U.S. President Donald Trump
into global prominence stem from
such loyalties but they have a far
older history in the Indian subcon-
tinent. An aspect of this is the sense
in the section of India Mr. Vijay rep-
resents that southern people are
diferent, and must therefore be
dominated. This is evident from
the fact that the oldest civilisations
we know of in India are the ones
represented by the ruins of
Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro. 

The people who inhabited these
sites are believed to have been
dark-skinned and spoken a non-
Aryan language. In contrasting
narratives these civilisations are
said to have been destroyed by
looding and the drying of their wa-
ter source. But two entirely related
facts lead us to speculate that envir-
onmental factors may not have
been the determining ones in their
decline. Northern India today is
largely populated by a lighter-
skinned peoples who speak a lan-
guage of the Indo-Aryan linguistic
group. 

That they did not just move into
this geography absent-mindedly is
suggested by the presence of a
darker-skinned underclass in the
same space, till recently mostly as
agricultural labour. Even if not en-
slaved, they had certainly been
ring-fenced into a subservient posi-
tion by the group that clearly sees
itself as Aryan, conquering and
destined to rule. At one time ideo-
logy had it that these peoples had
arrived in India as part of a larger
global migration from central Asia
to Europe in the west and to Iran
and India in the east. It is this idea
that had motivated Bal Gangadhar

Tilak’s The Arctic Home in the Ve-
das. Today however, when the con-
trol of the subcontinent is a gleam
in the eye of the RSS, this is a some-
what inconvenient truth for its be-
lievers to pursue.

Puncturing Aryan illusions
It is this idea of the Aryan destiny to
rule India that underlies Mr. Vijay’s
interpretation “we live with” south
Indians. The same impulse to dom-
inate the country had prompted
the aborted attempt to impose
Hindi on southern India within
months of the death of Nehru who
had seen the irony in replacing
“the imperialism of English with
the imperialism of Hindi”. After a
long gap, it has resurfaced in the
smuggling-in of Devanagari numer-
als on currency notes last year and
more recently, though with lesser
signiicance, in the jettisoning of
English from milestones on na-
tional highways in deepest Tamil
Nadu.

None of this is to even remotely
champion a Dravidian separatism.
Apart from its barrenness, history
does not contain encouraging in-
timations of the likely success of
such a project. For a start, lin-
guistic chauvinism has dogged the
forging of a southern identity. And
as a colleague from Bengal pointed
out to me, were India not one coun-
try, some of the southern States
may have gone to war with one an-
other over their rivers. Being part
of the Indian Union has brought
not only material wealth to the
south but also cultural wealth that
has come with the meeting of
peoples, thus immeasurably en-
riching our lives. Yet it is important
to call out the ethnocentrism that
drove Mr. Vijay’s non sequitur.
While south Indians would quite
happily agree with his observation
that they have more melanin in
their skin or even that they are
made of diferent stock, they are
amused by the suggestion that they
are in India on suferance.

Pulapre Balakrishnan is Professor of
Economics at Ashoka University, Sonipat
and Senior Fellow, IIM Kozhikode

At home in India
North Indian coexistence with ‘dark-skinned’ south Indians spells the defeat of the Aryan supremacist project

pulapre balakrishnan
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M
ission Jeanne d’Arc, made
up of the amphibious as-
sault ship/landing platform

dock (LPD), Mistral, and the frigate,
Courbet, called at the Mumbai port
between March 29 and April 3, hav-
ing set sail from the French military
base in Djibouti before heading for
Vietnam. It is for the third consecut-
ive year that France has deployed
this important mission in the Indian
Ocean, the China Seas and the Pa-
ciic region.

On each occasion, France has
chosen to call at an Indian port: Vi-
sakhapatnam in 2015 and Kochi in
2016. At the time, it had just carried
out an evacuation operation in Ye-
men in coordination with the In-
dian Navy, as part of providing Hu-
manitarian Assistance and Disaster
Relief (HADR), for which our LPDs
are among the best in the world,

given their cargo capacities and de-
ployment capabilities.

These port calls always give rise
to enriching interactions between
navies. The 2017 edition was no ex-
ception, with numerous reciprocal
visits and exercises carried out with
our oicer cadets. I was able to ob-
serve this irst-hand alongside Rear
Admiral Didier Piaton, French Joint
Forces Commander in the Indian
Ocean (ALINDIEN). But over the
past two years, these calls have ac-
quired a special dimension; they re-

lect and support the swift develop-
ment of cooperation between our
two countries.

Growing cooperation
Along with combating terrorism,
maritime security has become a pri-
ority of our defence and security
cooperation.

In fact, it greatly contributes to
this cooperation given the threat of
maritime terrorism. France has not
forgotten the numerous victims the
2008 Mumbai attacks claimed, two

of whom were our nationals.
Several concrete examples illus-

trate this unprecedented dynamic
pace: in 2015, our carrier strike
group (CSG) with the aircraft car-
rier, Charles de Gaulle, at its core,
docked at Goa as part of our bilat-
eral exercise, “Varuna”. On that oc-
casion, the Indian Navy — one of the
few to also possess an aircraft car-
rier — could train on the naval ver-
sion of the Rafale, which our CSG
forces are equipped with. At the end
of this month, the next edition of
the “Varuna” exercise will be held,
this time of the French coast. Once
again, signiicant assets will be mo-
bilised. In the meantime, India and
France have held two high-level bi-
lateral dialogues on maritime secur-
ity in the Indian Ocean and signed
their irst White Shipping Agree-
ment on January 18, 2017; the lat-
ter’s operationalisation will be a sig-
niicant step towards more
ambitious exchanges and complex
cooperation.

We will not rest on our laurels.
There are several reasons for this.
France has signiicant interests in
the Indian Ocean due to its overseas
territory, Reunion Island, which is

home to over a million French cit-
izens; its 2.8 million square kilo-
metres of exclusive economic zone
(i.e. more than 10% of the Indian
Ocean’s surface), and the volume of
sea traic in this zone. Due to this,
we have signiicant means in the In-
dian Ocean, whether deployed per-
manently or depending on require-
ment. India is France’s top strategic
partner in Asia and our intention is
to work towards making this rela-
tion fructify further alongside our
other partners in the region such as
Australia, Japan, Singapore and Vi-
etnam. We share, in particular, the
same values of preserving the free-
dom of navigation and respecting
the international law of the sea. 

Therefore, it is both natural and
necessary that France and India do
more together in the Indian Ocean
to serve our shared interests of se-
curity. I am convinced that over the
next few years, this cooperation will
become one of the pillars of the stra-
tegic partnership between our two
countries. We are ready to take up
this challenge.

Alexandre Ziegler is the Ambassador 
of France to India

Till the next port of call 
France and India must do more together in the Indian Ocean, given our shared interests of maritime security

alexandre ziegler 
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Called of
Desperate problems require
desperate remedies. Mere
suspension of the by-
election to the R.K. Nagar
Assembly constituency in
Chennai is only a palliative
measure (“EC cancels R.K.
Nagar bypoll”, April 10).
The problem will raise its
ugly head again when a new
schedule is announced.
Money and muscle power
have become so deep-
rooted in Indian elections
that I wish the Election
Commission had used this
instance as an opportunity
to have acted strongly. This
should have even included
the bold step of banning the
guilty parties from
contesting again in
constituencies where the EC
has irrefutable evidence
that corrupt practices have
subverted fair electoral
processes.
V. Jagadeesan,

Hyderabad

■ The rescinding of the
by-election is a blot on the
people of Tamil Nadu as
well as democratic values
which have once again been

strangulated by political
parties with impunity. That
voters are only too willing to
take cash for votes relects a
steep fall in moral and
ethical values despite rising
literacy levels. The ‘right to
vote’ has given way to the
‘right to receive cash’,
almost as if it is an extension
of the freebie culture which
has engulfed the State for
decades. Even if the by-
election is held sometime
later, there is no guarantee
that things will be better.
The EC has its task cut out in
restoring its own image as a
no-nonsense organisation.
V. Subramanian,

Chennai

■ One is struck by the
diametrically opposite
election scenarios in R.K
Nagar, Chennai, and
Srinagar in Jammu and
Kashmir. While R.K Nagar’s
has been stopped due to
voter bribing, the poll in
Srinagar has been held
despite large-scale violence,
mayhem and the lowest-
ever voter turnout. It seems
as if the EC has one rule for
R.K Nagar and quite another

for Srinagar. Rather than
checking the distribution of
money using police and poll
oicials, the EC is adopting
the much easier option of
cancelling the election
altogether. Did the EC
prevent the bribing of
voters in the Pennagaram
and Thirumangalam by-
elections 2009-10 with cash
and freebies?
Kangayam R. Narasimhan,

Chennai

■ It is the inefective
functioning of the EC that
has led to the present
situation and it would not
be out of place to mention
here the work done by T.N
Seshan who never hesitated
to take on corrupt
politicians. Last but not the
least, it is painful to note
that people too are hand in
glove with politicians in
propagating corrupt
practices. 
Tilak Subramanian V.,

Kunjibettu, Udupi, Karnataka

Aadhaar concerns
There is mirror-like clarity
in the points of the article,
“Clarity and facts on the

ground” (April 10), where
the writer has also voiced
the concerns of thousands
of citizens over the lack of
involvement by the
Supreme Court on issues
involving our privacy and
fundamental rights. Even as
one was despairing over
how it handled the
demonetisation process, its
conduct as far as Aadhaar is
concerned is even more
saddening. The public has
been totally ditched. The
government has completely
overwhelmed the top court
in its eforts to create a
surveillance state, which is
ominous. The court appears
to be clearly avoiding taking
up issues of live conlict
between the people and the
government. 
M. Balakrishnan,

Bengaluru

Liquor ban
These days, it has become
fashionable to protest
against what is perceived to
be Supreme Court
interference in the
legislative power of
Parliament (Editorial –
“None for the road”, April

10). Instances of imposing a
ban on sale of liquor within
the radius of highways, the
ban on Bharat-3 stage
vehicles and even the
appointment of the Lodha
panel for BCCI reforms are
all termed as “judicial
overreach”. Under Article
142 of the Constitution, the
court has the authority to
do complete justice in any
case of matter pending
before it. It has the right to
take bold steps for the
betterment of society,
considering a citizen’s
health and the need to
remove any malfunctioning
in the administration. 
It is the responsibility of the
government to form laws
and policies, but lax
enforcement, electoral
beneits and the importance
of revenue-gathering by the
government are what make
it refrain from drawing up
such policies and taking up
bold steps such as those
initiated by the Supreme
Court. The government is
failing in achieving its aim of
better governance.
Ankit Galgat,

Panipat, Haryana

Cave-in in Chennai
Sunday’s successful rescue
operation to lift to safety the
car and the bus which fell
into a sinkhole on Chennai’s
Anna Salai was quick and
timely (“Sinkhole Salai”,
April 10). 
But the larger issue is one
about general safety.
Hundreds gathered at the
site and were actually a
hindrance to rescue work.
One felt anxious even while
watching the visuals on
television when a Minister
accompanied by security
staf began moving close to
the rim of the crater. What
were Metro oicials doing?
As is the norm, quite a few
shutterbugs were out,
clicking selies for posterity
or otherwise. The
authorities concerned do
not seem to have in place a
Standard Operating
Procedure for disasters. The
experience of mass looding
and the cyclone in Chennai,
and their rescue responses,
are two striking instances. 
Ramalingam Ramaswamy,

Bengaluru
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DATA POINT

A constitution Bench of the Supreme Court, by a majority of
three to two, has held that a ‘person’ in India has a funda-
mental right to travel abroad within the meaning of Article 21
of the Constitution, and, therefore, refusal by the Government
to issue a passport is an infringement of this fundamental
right. The majority judgment, delivered by the Chief Justice,
Mr. Justice Subba Rao, with whom Mr. Justice Shelat and Mr.
Justice Vaidialingam agreed, also ruled that the discretion
claimed by the Union Government to issue or deny, or with-
draw or cancel a passport was a violation of the doctrine of
equality before law, enshrined in Article 14 of the Constitution. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 11, 1967

Supreme Court upholds right to travel abroad
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FROM ARCHIVES

A result of the Anjuman Islamia, Sikh Educational and Sanatan
Dharma Conferences held here (Lahore, April 10) during the
Easter has been the great impetus given to the educational
activity. Cash collection announced at the 32nd Anniversary of
the Anjuman Himayat Islamia was over Rs.35,000 of which Rs.
10,000 was given by Prince Hamidulla Khan B.A. (Aligarh) of
Bhopal who presided over the gathering and a lakh and half at
the Sikh Educational Conference including Rs. 2000 each
from the Maharajas of Kashmir and Darbhanga, while about
Rs. 80,000 was promised or paid for the Sanatan Dharma Col-
lege. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO APRIL 11, 1917 

Lahore Conferences 

How much does political
commitment matter in the
success of a scheme such
as the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employ-
ment Guarantee Scheme?
Does the ability of local
politicians to control bur-
eaucrats in charge of im-
plementation help in the
effectiveness of the
scheme in rural villages?

A paper published in
the American Political Sci-
ence Review in December
2016, titled “Politicians,
Bureaucrats, and Develop-
ment”, by Saad Gulzar
and Benjamin J. Pasquale
argues that implementa-
tion of the scheme is signi-
ficantly better in adminis-
trative blocks and villages
that fall contiguously
within Assembly constitu-
ency boundaries. That is,
if politicians have undi-
vided influence over a
bureaucratic area (the
block), they can better
oversee the scheme’s im-
plementation unlike the
case where the block is

split among multiple As-
sembly segments.

In order to prove this,
the researchers map out
political (constituency
level) and administrative
(block/village level)
boundaries and use GIS
tools to identify different
forms of overlaps. They
then compare MGNREGS
implementation in unsplit
and split blocks, i.e.
blocks and villages that
fall under multiple polit-
ical constituencies and
otherwise. The variables
used to evaluate imple-
mentation are the number
of workdays created in the
block and the total num-
ber of people who worked
on the scheme’s projects.

Using regression mod-
els they find out that com-
pared to unsplit blocks,
there are fewer people
employed in MGNREGS in
split blocks, and even
among them, the number
of workdays is lower.

Political representat-
ives, they hypothesise, are
better able to claim credit
for the success of the

scheme if block develop-
ment officers directly re-
port only to them and not
to other political repres-
entatives. This effect is
mitigated if blocks are split
between constituencies
held by politicians of the
same party. It also means
that if blocks are split
between the same party
representatives, they are
better able to control
bureaucrats.

The larger implication
of this paper relates to the
multiple overlaps of gov-
ernance between political
and administrative bound-
aries. And that politicians
can actually exercise pos-
itive influence on welfare
schemes if they get the in-
centive to do so unlike the
perception that politicians
merely use such schemes
for rent-seeking and pat-
ronage. In the case of the
MGNREGS, the falling of
its jurisdiction under
political boundaries al-
lows for greater account-
ability of the political rep-
resentative. Hence there is
better implementation.

Better control, more eiciency
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ABSTRACT 

How politicians can exercise positive inluence on schemes

Srinivasan Ramani

Film director and producer Priy-
adarshan has laid bare a well-kept
national secret and we should
thank him for that. Who decides
who is deserving of the prestigious
National Awards for ilms has al-
ways been a mystery. Every year,
the decisions are met with sur-
prise. This year, Priyadarshan was

critiqued by many for choosing Akshay Kumar for the National
Award for Best Actor. He responded: “When Ramesh Sippy
was jury head, Amitabh Bachchan won. When Prakash Jha was
head of jury, Ajay Devgn won... none questioned at that time.
So why all these questions are cropping up today?” 

Besides proximity and enduring relationships between act-
ors and their directors, and some nepotism that has stuck, the
problem with the National Awards is that there is always the
view that someone more deserving was overlooked in the run-
up to the awards or in the inale. Regarding the jury which de-
cided the winners of the 64th National Film Awards, doubts
have been raised about whether its members were anti-homo-
sexuality, anti-women’s emancipation, and against ilms that
do not conform to the cultural norms and mores of society. But
these are questions for which we will never get an answer.

Composition of jury 
So, let’s instead see the composition of the jury. While Priy-
adarshan has to be praised where it is due, the question is not
who chooses the jury (the Government of India), but how the
members are chosen. This is as mysterious as how the mem-
bers of the Central Board of Film Certiication are chosen.
Who takes the call, and after the composition, are the records
of the oral deliberation of the jury maintained? It is under-
standable that the decisions have to be unanimous and dis-
senting members are persuaded to fall in line, save for the odd
ones who refuse. But why not make the deliberations public?
Cinema is an area where everyone has a point of view, espe-
cially when it comes to awards such as the National Film
Awards. So, why not have a transparent selection process in
the appointment of jury members?

A few years ago, sub-juries were formed to help the cause of
language cinema. This was discontinued in favour of a central-
ised jury after complaints of a questionable selection of ilms
reached the Centre, causing a reversal to the system of dedic-
ated juries for language cinema. Back in 2000-01, when act-
ress Raveena Tandon won the Best Actress Award, the main-
stream media expressed outrage and referred to jury
members who they said had been particularly partial to the
actress. Very little seems to have changed over the years.

Whether Akshay Kumar deserved the award will be debated
for some time now. But besides questions about proximity
between him and Priyadarshan, it is also interesting to note
that Rustom, for which he won the award, is based on the real
life story of Naval Oicer K.M. Nanavati. There is perhaps
something about men in uniform who can do no wrong in the
times we live in. 

For the most deserving 
A transparent selection process in the
appointment of jury members for the
National Awards will clear the air 

ANURADHA RAMAN
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SINGLE FILE

The Mental Healthcare Bill, 2016,
which was passed in the Lok Sabha
on March 27, 2017, has been hailed as
a momentous reform. According to
the Bill, every person will have the
right to access mental health care op-
erated or funded by the government;
good quality and affordable health
care; equality of treatment and pro-
tection from inhuman practices; ac-
cess to legal services; and right to
complain against coercion and
cruelty. The Bill also empowers a
mentally ill person to choose a treat-
ment and her/his nominated repres-
entative, decriminalises attempted
suicide, prohibits the use of electro-
convulsive therapy (ECT) to mentally
ill adults without the use of muscle
relaxants and anaesthesia, and con-
tains provisions for care, treatment
and rehabilitation for those who
have experienced severe stress and
attempted suicide. While these are
laudable and ambitious objectives as
they address major concerns of men-
tal health care, there have been some
critiques drawing attention to the
lack of funds, trained personnel, and
insufficient emphasis on community
care. The ground reality, however,
suggests that these objectives are not
just overambitious but an overkill.

Poor infrastructure, low funds 
The Global Burden of Disease Study
shows that in 2013, 50% of all disease
burden in India was caused by non-
communicable diseases, while men-
tal disorders accounted for about 6%
of the total disease burden. A third of
this is due to depression, which also
significantly contributes to suicide
and ischaemic heart disease. Worse,
suicide is a leading cause of death in
people in India aged 15-29.

There are only 43 government-run
mental hospitals across all of India to
provide services to more than 70 mil-
lion people living with mental dis-
orders. There are 0.30 psychiatrists,
0.17 nurses, and 0.05 psychologists
per 1,00,000 mentally ill patients in
the country. The case of the Bareilly
mental hospital — one of three major
mental hospitals in Uttar Pradesh —
is stunning. In this hospital, 350 pa-
tients can be admitted and around
200 patients can attend the out-pa-

tient department every day. But all
these patients would be at the mercy
of only one psychiatrist!

At the macro level, the proposed
health expenditure of 1.2% of GDP in
the Budget for 2017-18 is among the
lowest in the world. In real terms,
public health expenditure has con-
sistently declined since 2013-14. Of
the total health budget, a mere 1-2%
is spent on mental health. 

But this is a small part of the ex-
planation of the inadequacy and
abysmal quality of mental health ser-
vices in India. Underlying this de-
plorable state of affairs is a pervasive
perception that those with mental ill-
nesses are pathological or even crim-
inal; hence they do not deserve the
type of rehabilitation given to those
with physical ailments. Besides, the
treatment gap (the difference
between those suffering from mental
illnesses and those seeking medical/
psychiatric care) is widened because
of the social stigma attached to such
illnesses. In fact, many poor people
hide their illnesses and endanger
their lives. Others argue that it is not
so much stigma but ignorance and
lack of knowledge, myths, and super-
natural beliefs that impede treat-
ment. Women typically face larger
treatment gaps as they are vulner-
able to violence, sexual abuse and in-
human treatment.

Ethnographic evidence from the
Human Rights Watch Report 2014 re-
lating to women inpatients is grue-
some. Deepali, a woman with a per-
ceived psychosocial disability, said:
“The nurse would sometimes force-
fully put the pills in my mouth and
stroke my throat to send them down,
the way I feed my dogs... I woke up
one night and I couldn’t move; my
body was in intense physical pain. A
nurse came and jabbed an injection
into my body, without even taking off
my clothes. You are treated worse
than animals.” 

Often, all women and girls were
admitted without their consent and,
as the team left, they cried out in des-
pair, “send me home” or “take me
home”. Unable to cope with men-
tally ill relatives, families often aban-
don them in mental hospitals and
elsewhere. In one case, a woman
who was declared “fit for discharge”
in the 1990s was still in the institu-
tion as of August 2013 because of lack
of alternative resettlement options
for her.

Some women were not even in-
formed that ECT was being admin-
istered. Psychiatric nurses admitted
that ECT was administered not just
on violent and suicidal patients but
also on new admissions who tend to
be unmanageable.

Women and girls with psychoso-

cial or intellectual disabilities in insti-
tutions are often subject to not just
physical and verbal abuse but also
sexual violence. Some women went
to a hospital for three months and re-
turned one month pregnant. Not a
single FIR was filed.

Government hospitals refuse to
admit “mentally ill” persons in the
ICU on the grounds that this facility
could be put to better use. A woman
suffering from breast cancer for two-
three years was denied treatment
and subsequently died.

Shift to community-based care
An emphatic case could be made for
shifting from institutional care to
community-based care for people
suffering from mental disorders. A
study published in The Lancet Psychi-
atry, 2017 offers corroborative evid-
ence from VISHRAM (the Vidharbha
Stress and Health Programme),
which is a community-based mental
health initiative. The reduction in the
treatment gap was due to increased
supply of mental health services
through front-line workers and their
collaborative linkage with the physi-
cians and psychiatrists in the facilit-
ies, as well as increased demand for
mental health services due to im-
proved mental health literacy. The
substantial reduction in the median
cost of care resulted from availability
of general as well as specialist ser-
vices in the village itself.

Whether legislation such as the
Mental Healthcare Bill help over-
come supply and demand barriers
seems highly unlikely, as the root
causes lie in pervasive negative atti-
tudes, massive neglect of mental
health care, rampant abuse and un-
checked inhuman practices, and
weak redressal and enforcement
mechanisms. The Bill seeks to ad-
dress major lacunae in mental health
care and is thus an important step
forward. However, its implementa-
tion will require substantially larger
public resources and, more import-
antly, restructuring of mental health-
care services with a key role for the
community in their provision, rapid
expansion of mental health literacy,
effective monitoring and enforce-
ment of the objectives envisioned in
it. With limited awareness of these
challenges, and with a slight risk of
exaggeration, the Bill is an overkill.

Vani S. Kulkarni teaches Sociology at the

University of Pennsylvania, and Raghav

Gaiha is (Hon.) Professorial Fellow, Global

Development Institute, University of

Manchester.

Implementation of the Mental Healthcare Act will require a restructuring of health-care services

Mind the treatment gap 

Vani S. Kulkarni & Raghav Gaiha
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Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s
visit to India and the signing of 36 agree-
ments of cooperation ranging from the eco-
nomic, defence and power sectors to the
peaceful use of nuclear energy shows that
significant progress has been made in Indo-
Bangla relations in the last eight years. How-
ever, the stalled Teesta treaty continues to
eclipse bilateral relations as water affects the
lives of ordinary people across vast spaces of
land. It seems that in spite of the goodwill
prevailing in Delhi, West Bengal has become
a thorn in Indo-Bangla relations.

Bangladesh shares 54 of its 57 transbound-
ary rivers with India. After the Ganges,
Brahmaputra and the Meghna (GBM) river
system, Teesta is the fourth largest river
shared between the two countries. In 1983,
an ad hoc water-sharing agreement allocated
39% of the water flow to India and 36% to
Bangladesh and remaining 25% was left unal-
located for a later decision. The Teesta
river’s floodplain covers an area of 2,750 sq
km in Bangladesh, supporting roughly 10
million people. An estimated one lakh hec-
tares of land across five districts of
Bangladesh are severely impacted and face
acute shortages during dry seasons. Apart
from livelihood directly obtained from the
river, agriculture is also affected as 14% crop
production is dependent on the flow of the
river. At stake are the lives of millions of
people of Bangladesh who depend on the
river for their survival. Therefore, it is imper-
ative that the treaty provide equal allocation
of the Teesta, a fair demand from the side of
the lower riparian Bangladesh.

So near, yet so far
In 2011, during the visit of former Prime Min-
ister Manmohan Singh to Dhaka, plans had
been confirmed of an interim arrangement
of 15 years, with India getting 42.5% and
Bangladesh 37.5% of the river during dry sea-
sons. The arrangement also included the set-
ting of a joint hydrological observation sta-
tion to gather accurate data for the future.
The plans fell through when West Bengal
Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee opted out of
the delegation led by Dr. Singh to Dhaka, ex-
pressing strong reservations against giving
Bangladesh a greater share of water.

Hopes were renewed during Ms. Baner-
jee’s visit to Dhaka in February 2015 when
upon arrival she said, “Have trust on me on
the Teesta issue... I will have talks on the
matter with Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina.”
Despite her reassurances, she continues to

flip-flop on her stance on the share
Bangladesh should get. Again during the visit
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi in June
2015, Ms. Banerjee accompanied the delega-
tion and positive expectations were rife on
both sides. The Modi government accepted
the new arrangement between India and
Bangladesh, but Ms. Banerjee did not.
Hence, the deal was not inked despite Mr.
Modi saying “rivers should nurture the India-
Bangladesh relationship and not become a
source of discord”. The general perception
was that the Teesta treaty could not be con-
cluded before the West Bengal State elec-
tions in April-May 2016. Despite winning the
elections for a second consecutive term, dur-
ing her recent face-to-face talks with Prime
Minister Hasina in Delhi, the Chief Minister
stated, “Your problem is water, not Teesta. I
am willing to look at any alternate proposal
to address your issues.”

Mamata’s flip-flops
When the Chief Minister herself had appoin-
ted an expert committee headed by Kalyan
Rudra in 2011 to study the Teesta issue, the
report, though unpublished, was in favour of
Bangladesh. Says Ainun Nishat, a prominent
hydrology expert from Bangladesh, “India
has completely dried out the river on our
end during lean period by closing all the
gates of the Gazaldoba barrage. That is unex-
pected from a friendly neighbour. This treaty
is a formality, but India cannot ignore our
rights to the river water.”

Ms. Banerjee has sat on the issue and been
changing goalposts for six years, with
Bangladesh hostage to its neighbour’s do-
mestic politics as a State government refuses
to play ball with the Centre. Speculation is
now rife that Ms. Banerjee is trying to secure
a financial package from Delhi and the
Teesta treaty has become the bargaining tool
for it. It is ordinary Bangladeshis who are
bearing the brunt of this impasse.

With elections slated for early 2019, it is
Ms. Hasina whose credibility is at stake at
home after all that she has done for taking
Indo-Bangla relations to newer heights. Un-
fortunately, the Bengal of India has become
the sore throat in an otherwise evolving and
matured Indo-Bangla relations.

Syed Munir Khasru is chairman of the international
think tank, The Institute for Policy, Advocacy, and
Governance. Email: munir.khasru@ipag.org

A short history of a big deal
The Teesta treaty continues to dominate relations 
between India and Bangladesh

Syed Munir Khasru
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Original
Position
Political Philosophy

In John Rawls’s A Theory of
Justice treatise, the ‘ori-
ginal position’ was defined
as a pre-political abstrac-
tion from reality in which
a group of people who
know nothing about them-
selves, such as their age,
gender, or even names, are
asked to choose principles
of justice that could serve
as the standard for a con-
stitution, laws, and adju-
dication mechanisms. The
most rational choices
made from behind such a
“veil of ignorance”, Rawls
contended, would result in
equal rights and liberties
for all; equality of educa-
tional and employment
opportunities; and a guar-
anteed minimum of
means.
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What you need to know

about the HIV/AIDS

prevention Bill and its

provisions

http://bit.ly/HivBill
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