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One glaring anomaly in the forthcoming rollout of the goods
and services tax (GST) is that electricity duty remains outside
its purview. While scores of central and state taxes are to be
done away with to usher in GST — so as to modernise the indir-
ect tax regime, eschew cascading taxes on inputs, with set-offs
provided for taxes already paid in the value chain — an impor-
tant sector like electricity is to remain outside the GST regime
for the foreseeable future.

Such exclusion makes no sense. Electricity duty can be as high
as 25-30% in a few states, but the average is about 8% levied on
consumers. The tax needs to be made amenable for input tax
credit, otherwise it would in effect cascade economy-wide. Ke-

eping something as essential as electrici-
ty outside GST would be retrograde, inef-
ficient and perversely deny input tax cre-
dits in a vital sector that is undergoing
path-breaking and transformative chan-
ge. Note that the GST Act defines ‘work
contracts’ as services. And the power sec-
tor is essentially a mesh of contracts for

engineering, procurement, construction (EPC) to generate
electricity, boost energy efficiency and shore up renewable po-
wer. Yet, input tax credit would not be available on EPC cont-
racts, with electricity outside the GST regime. Further, the Fi-
nance Act of 1994, in section 66D, lists transmission and distri-
bution (T&D) of electricity in the negative list of services. So,
no input tax credit is possible for T&D activity either. Keeping
electricity outside GST is not international practice.

The state governments seem chary of giving up electricity
duty as they collect considerable sums on that account, even as
they surreptitiously seek to indulge in fiscally reckless give-
aways in power. Including electricity in GST would actually
boost transparency in the sector.

Bring Electricity
Under GST Soon

In 1967, the world produced just less than 500 million tonnes of 
steel. Fifty years later, global output increased more than three-fold 
to 1,600 million tonnes, with most of the growth coming from newly 
industrialising countries: Brazil, China, India, Iran and Mexico…

Steel the Show

George Washington
Politician

“Guard 
against the 
impostures 
of pretended 
patriotism.”
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MEME’S THE WORD
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What is the Value of a
Royal Selfie Moment?
We appreciate the convenience and speed offered by techno-
logy, but the slower pace of life had its share of romance, in
every sense of the term. While today selfies clicked, stored
and disseminated via smartphones are the favoured mode of
chronicling personal milestones, it is doubtful that years lat-
er they will offer the same value, historical and pecuniary, as
less ephemeral mementoes. After all, when smartphone be-
comes obsolete, its information will largely be inaccessible.
And even if images are somehow retrieved, they are unlikely
to have the cachet of the diamond-encrusted locket bearing
the miniature image of King George IV that belonged to his
lifelong love and secret wife, a highlight of Christie’s Lon-
don auction this July.

His love life has uncanny parallels with that of his direct des-
cendant, Prince Charles. But the latter has only photographs
and embarrassing recordings of his relationship with his
current wife Camilla, while his forebear’s convention-defyi-
nglove is enshrined in a timeless pair of lockets. The one with
his image is up for sale, but Maria Fitzherbert’s portrait was
always carried by George IV and was buried with him. A Ch-
ristie’s official has very aptly likened it to him having a pic-
ture of a woman not his wife as his screensaver. Would Char-
les-Camilla smartphone selfies find a comparable market?

The relative value of “screensavers” of
our times — and those of a bygone era

Communication, as the best of communicators know, is a
two-way street. This is something that PM Narendra Mo-
di underlined on Sunday through the medium of his radio
address. His invitation to receive ‘constructive criticism’
of his government’s performance over the last three years
may seem rhetorical. With a political mandate that can be
misconstrued as successful governance in itself, the PM
reminded the commentariat that the two are different be-
asts: the former being a means to the latter’s end.

True, Modi’s welcoming of ‘constructive criticism’ co-
mes from a position of luxury that the soft cushion of po-
wer brings. But what he is seeking — especially in the re-
lative absence of any real political opposition at the Cent-
re — is feedback. Along with the formidable, and comfort-
ing, image of the prime minister addressing the nation
from a pulpit (or from a Franklin D Roosevelt-style radio
fireside chat), a coexisting image of a more democratic
conversation is being sought by him. It is exactly because

of the political surety that this govern-
ment possesses that it isn’t oversensi-
tive to critique. This is what Modi see-
med to highlight — an invitation to be
frank, with the corollary: ‘Don’t wor-
ry, we can take flak’.

‘Constructive’ is the operative word
in ‘constructive criticism’, knee-jerk

castigation having had its share of play in the past. But
governance itself is a process. This requires issue-based
feedback, policy-specific judgements. It is in this context
that commentators, more objective than dogmatists on
either side of the ‘ideological divide’, can engage in a con-
versation that, as Modi emphasised, is good for democra-
cy and, indeed, for government. There are enough reasons
to pat this government on its back as it completes three
years since it took on its project. The reasons for such
applause, like the applause itself, are all too visible. But
there are issues that Modi and his team wish to hear hon-
est feedback about and may not have had the opportunity
to yet. Some may not be even ‘music to the ears’. But it is
exactly this plainspeak that the prime minister is asking
for. Even as he walks his talk, he also wants to listen.

PM Modi’s Invitation
to a Conversation
Step up to give GoI ‘constructive criticism’

AKHIL CHANDRA

We live in a world of opposites
where gain and loss, good and
bad, pleasure and pain, life and
death are as inevitable as the
two sides of a coin. Yet, there is
an underlying unity between
the two contrasts.

One of the principal polariti-
es in life is the one between the
male and female side of human
nature. The sublime union bet-
ween these two aspects is sym-
bolised by Lord Shiva’s depicti-
on as a dynamic unification of
the two, as the half-male, half-
female Ardhanareesh war. In
real life, too, there is a constant
dynamic interplay between the
two extremes of opposites and
one has to strike a balance bet-
ween the two. For this, we need
to maintain a balance between
good and bad, between winning
and losing and so on.

The Bhagavad Gita asks us to
lead the unattached life of a
self-controlled man, a karma
yogi unmoved by pairs of oppo-
sites, “The Supreme Spirit is
rooted in the knowledge of the
self-controlled man whose mind
is perfectly serene in the midst
of pairs of opposites such as
cold and heat, joy and sorrow,
and honour and ignominy.” Ch-
inese sages called this dynamic
interplay of two extremes as
Ying and Yang — positive and
negative — and have extended
this thought extensively to the
function of daily life.

One should accommodate wi-
dely divergent human experi-
ences in an underlying har-
mony, bringing newer pros-
pects and ethical views for the
exploration and mitigation of
human suffering. One cannot
always win or lose or be happy
or sad — so go on, find the Gol-
den Mean.

The Golden
Mean & Pairs

As a publisher of school textbooks and
an owner of a private school, I often
find myself in the unique position of
observing educational publishing from
both ends of the table. So, the latest go-
vernment decision to make National
Council of Educational Research and
Training (NCERT) books mandatory
for Central Board of Secondary Edu-
cation (CBSE)-affiliated schools took
me aback.

There is no law that states that CBSE
schools should only use NCERT books.
Every five years, the government is
supposed to release a National Curri-
culum Framework (NCF) that broadly
highlights the aims, objectives and
learning outcomes of the syllabus for
students for the next five years. The
last NCF released was in 2005. Why
has the government not focused on
this till date?

And what about government schools?
Nobody seems to be much concerned
about them. Have enrolments in govern-
ment schools increased? Can Class 4
students there read and write? Has the
proxy attendance of the teachers stop-
ped? Has any month passed by where
we don’t hear children being admitted
in hospitals because of the poor quality
of midday meals provided? These are
some of the questions that the govern-
ment should look into instead of shift-
ing attention of the public towards pri-
vate schools and publishers and the
textbooks that must be used for teaching.

The NCERT has not been able to meet
its existing demand in the market. Aro-
und 2,000 schools had placed orders
with the NCERT, which, on its part,
has not published all the books in the

‘mandatory list’ till date. As a result,
the session has started but there are
no books. Schools, booksellers, parents
and, above all, children are suffering
because of this.

I know about a group of schools in
south India specially ordering their
books from a bookseller in Delhi sim-
ply because there is no bookseller who
is able to meet their demands due to
local scarcity.

If there is a scarcity of NCERT text-
books even after when there are over
1,000 private publishers in India sup-
plying books to private schools, how
does the NCERT plan to supply books
to all 18,000 schools? How does it plan
to scale up operations? The NCERT
provides no real explanation.

In a recent meeting conducted by the
CBSE, it was insisted that all school
principals use NCERT books. When
the issue of scarcity of textbooks was
brought up, the response was that
these books “are available online”.

This presupposes that every student
possesses — or has the provision of
using — a computer for these online
books to be downloaded on to. This
doesn’t even address the question of
what the student is to do in a compu-
ter-less classroom, never mind issues

of maintenance.
Do we expect our schoolchildren from

Classes 1to 8 to carry a laptop or a tab-
let to school? Every parent is not capa-
ble of buying a laptop or tablet. And
every school is not able to offer a com-
puter, laptop or tablet to each student
for free. So, clearly, this is not an idea
for the masses and will not solve the
problem of paucity of textbooks.

Another way out is photocopying or
printing out textbooks that are down-
loaded. In the market, a black-and-
white printout costs .̀1. So, an average
‘book’ of 150 pages will cost .̀150. This
will not be bound and not be coloured.
If you were to get colour printouts and
have them bound, these books would
end up costing you around .̀ 235. Now,
if a private publisher is offering the
same thing at an average cost of .̀ 200,
is that really such a bad deal?

One of the reasons why NCERT books
are cheap is because of the subsidised
paper that the government uses for pri-
nting them. This is not the case with
private publishers. Paper prices in the
last few months have shot up by at
least 15%.

Private publishers use a very high qua-
lity paper as compared to that used in
NCERT textbooks. Paper constitutes a
major part of costing. Unless it is subsi-
dised by the government for use in text-
books, there is nothing that can be done
to bring down the prices of textbooks.

Let us also not forget that children stu-
dyfrom books published by private pub-
lishers to prepare for major entrance ex-
ams like the IIT-JEE (Indian Institute
of Technology-Joint Entrance Exami-
nation). A student can never appear for
such challenging examinations by st-
udying from NCERT textbooks alone.

My aim is not to prove parents or the
government wrong about their agita-
tion over book prices or policies, but to
make people aware and appreciate the
role of private publishers in providing
education material. Making NCERT
textbooks the only material available
for schools is not the right way forward.

Play It by the Textbook
PRIMARY EDUCATION

Ankit Gupta

Shouldering another burden

FI
LE

 P
H

O
TO

T
here’s a discernible churn
in the army, and its new chi-
ef General Bipin Rawat is
at the heart of it. No need to
start judging just yet. But

it’s important to understand the mo-
ving pieces. Because if it stays the co-
urse, this could mark a significant
break from the pattern of working
the army has settled itself into in the
recent past.

Three decisions of Rawat stand
out — rather, set him apart from the
routine his predecessors followed.

First, the decision to give a com-
mendation card to Major Leethul Go-
goi despite all the outrage, for tying
up a Kashmiri stone-pelter to his ve-
hicle as a human shield to bring out
stranded polling staff. Second, end-
ing the periodic government-milita-
ry pay commission stand-off throu-
gh a new deal despite internal resist-
ance. And third, moving a proposal
to end the deployment of combatan-
ts as ‘sahayaks’ in face of continuing
internal dissent.

Let us start with Gogoi. He is not
the typical upper-crust army officer
who joined the army through the
National Defence Academy (NDA).
In fact, Lt Ummer Fayaz, the slain
Kashmiri officer, was in that privile-
ged ex-NDA lot, who usually, due to th-
eir early grooming and younger age
of commission, have the best chance
of making it to the higher rungs of
the army hierarchy.

Gogoi, on the other hand, joined the
army not as an officer but as a regular

soldier in the Assam Regiment. He,
however, took the difficult challenge
of clearing exams from within the
system and made it through the Ar-
my Cadet College (ACC) entry.

The strike rate through this chan-
nel is usually low, given the tedious
transformation one has to make from
the lower ranks to the officer cadre.
It’s not just a job change but a class
transformation in a highly conserva-
tive saheb-jawaan hierarchy, which
has its roots in the colonial origins of
the Indian Army.

By publicly acknowledging Gogoi’s
actions as correct and giving him a
Chief of Army Staff (COAS) Comm-
endation Card, Rawat cut through
the army’s iron-cast hierarchy to send
a strong message of solidarity down
to the last rifleman. Gogoi, after all,
is one among them, who made it to
the officer cadre.

Stand at Ease
Most chiefs, like Rawat, would also
probably stand by the officer because
such seemingly appalling methods
are not unusual in the army as long
as the larger mission — in this case,
the safe exit of polling staff — is acc-
omplished. Except that, as the norm
has come to be in such controversial
cases in the Valley, the top brass may
commend the officer in private while
maintaining a public posture of in-
quiring into the matter.

Rawat broke away from this estab-
lished norm to institutionally back
and honour Gogoi in public. This is a
significant shift in the army’s appro-
ach in Kashmir, a conscious decision
to take on the anti-army perception,
draw new red lines, and be aggressi-
ve in response.

As a result, the army chief has also
set the stage for a fresh debate on bri-
nging amendments to the Armed For-
ces (Special Powers) Act (Afspa) to
nullify the Supreme Court order in
the matter, which includes a leeway to

register FIRs on military encounters.
In many ways, Rawat has ripped

open a fundamental question of whe-
ther or not the time has come to offi-
cially frame the Valley as a ‘war zone’
so as to pre-empt a repeat of the late
1980s, the last turning point when Pa-
kistan-sponsored militancy entren-
ched itself in the state.

Pay and pension privileges don’t
usually go with strategy-making in
Kashmir. But these are files that may
well lie side by side on an army chief ’s
table. Regardless of the government
in power, this is an issue on which the
three service chiefs have mostly pre-
sented a united front, to the extent of
being criticised as a ‘unionised’ fro-
nt. And the army chief, by the sheer
numbers of his force, is very much
the fulcrum of this solidarity.

Rawat peeled away a bit, secured
and consented on a deal that address-
ed the concerns of majority soldiers,
and ended a stalemate because of wh-
ich the armed forces were not getting
their new salaries. While the officer
cadre may not have been fully satisfi-
ed, particularly at senior levels, the
message was once again sent down
the rank and file.

The clearest message of recognis-

ing the army’s changing profile at
the entry point was Rawat’s move to
push a proposal to bar combatants
from being made sahayaks. He, ins-
tead, feels a small cadre of civilians
should be hired for this purpose, so
that trained combatants don’t have
to do this job.

March Forward
He is up against internal resistance
on this as well. But just like the pho-
ne number he has set up for any mili-
tary personnel to register a grievan-
ce directly with the chief, this again
is an effort at cutting past traditional
military hierarchy.

For someone, who is sort of army
blue blood, being a son of a general
officer himself, the hierarchical dis-
ruption is unlikely to create a class di-
vide in the army. But what’s probably
clear is the makings of a new Sparta-
nism under the leadership of an ar-
my chief, who for all his pedigree, is
surprisingly frugal: he pays bills for
even official gatherings at home, and
till date, makes it a point to mend and
clean his own uniform just like the
soldier in the barrack.

pranabdhal.samanta@timesgroup.com

Officer in the Barracks

Pranab Dhal Samanta

…and to cap it off
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In many ways, Rawat has ripped open a fundamental
question: has the time come to officially call the Valley
a ‘war zone’ to pre-empt a repeat of the late 1980s?

STATE OF PLAY Gen Bipin Rawat could be the architect of a new working pattern for the army

C GNANASAMBANDAM ET AL

Product managers are the glue
that bind the many functions
that touch a product: engineer-
ing, design, customer success,
sales, marketing, operations,
finance, legal and more. Unlike
product managers of the past,
who were primarily focused on
execution and were measured
by the on-time delivery of engi-
neering projects, today’s prod-
uct manager is increasingly
the mini-CEO of the product.

They wear many hats, using
abroad knowledge base to ma-
ke trade-off decisions, and br-
ing together cross-functional
teams, ensuring alignment bet-
ween diverse functions. The
emergence of the mini-CEO
product manager is driven by
changes in technology, deve-
lopment methodologies and
how consumers purchase.…

While software-as-a-service
products are becoming simp-
ler for customers, with modu-
lar features, they are increas-
ingly complex for product ma-
nagers. Managers must now
oversee multiple bundles, pric-
ing tiers, dynamic pricing, up-
sell paths and pricing strategy.
Life cycles are also becoming
more complex, with expectati-
ons of new features, frequent
improvements and upgrades
after purchase.

Further, the value of the sur-
rounding ecosystem is growi-
ng: modern products are incre-
asingly just one element in an
ecosystem of related services
and businesses. This has led to
ashift in responsibilities from
business development and mar-
keting to product managers.

From “Product Managers for
the Digital World”

Product
Dynamics

Citings

Letters to the editor may be addressed to

editet@timesgroup.com

Technology is
Like Curate’s Egg
Apropos ‘IT’s Alive & Kicking’
by N Chandrasekaran (May 29),
creation of more jobs by using
new technology is confined to
industries like IT and health-
care; labour-intensive indus-
tries like construction, agricul-
ture and manufacturing suffer
contraction. Secondly, techno-
logy gives synergic results de-
pending on the economies of
scale. Also, nearly half the wo-
rkforce employed in MSMEs
limits the application of tech-
nology. Thirdly, such jobs re-
quire higher education and,
thus, shut the doors for the
large number of unemployed.
We need cautious planning.

Y G CHOUKSEY
Pune

Retrain Older
IT Hands Too
This refers to ‘IT’s Alive & Kick-
ing’. The ground realities show
that people who have put in 10
years or more in this sector
will find it difficult to shift im-
mediately to emerging skills.

The urgent
need for the
larger IT com-
panies is to
empower this
workforce
with new,
updated skills
in fields like

data-related technologies and
AI. A policy of retaining reen-
ergised workforce and regular
absorption of fresh talent will
contribute towards fast, heal-
thy growth of the IT industry.

A MOHAN
Chennai

Institutions for
Project Funding
Apropos the Edit, ‘Target the
System, Not Just Individuals’
(May 29), why should large pro-
jects be financed by banks, all
the more when commercial
banks are financing these long-
term projects out of their sho-
rt-term resources of deposits?
But we have allowed develop-
ment finance institutions like
ICICI and IDBI to become uni-
versal banks to tap cheap funds
in the market. The solution:
start similar exclusive institu-
tions for infrastructure finan-
cing, since corporate bonds for
such financing are not feasible
as the investors are not ready to
invest in such a bond market.

S KALYANASUNDARAM
By email
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