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T
he agitation for a separate state of
Gorkhaland is gathering momentum
by the day, with numerous political
parties and organisations lending sup-

port to the move, besides Sikkim Chief Minister
Pawan Chamling. It’s been over a week since the
Gorkha Janmukti Morcha (GJM)-sponsored indef-
inite bandh in the Darjeeling hills brought life to a
standstill in the region. Delivering a snub to West
Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, 43 GJM
members have resigned from the 45-member
Gorkhaland Territorial Administration — a semi-
autonomous, elected body created after the tri-
partite pact in 2011 between the West Bengal gov-
ernment, the GJM and the Centre (soon after
Banerjee took over). The current flare-up goes
back to Banerjee’s indiscreet announcement to
make Bengali compulsory. While she hastily with-
drew the announcement for the hills, where
Gorkhas and Nepali language are dominant, the
provocation could not be rolled back. The 2011 ac-
cord is now in tatters. 

However, in political terms, Banerjee holds the
upper hand. The BJP, an ally of the GJM, stands em-
barrassed by the turn of events. It has been reti-
cent on the agitation, which is helping Banerjee
run away with the Bengali sub-nationalism plank
and project the BJP, which ironically sees itself as a
supra-nationalist force, as one supporting the
‘partition of Bengal’. With increasing ethnic polar-
isation, it may become necessary to grapple with
the Statehood demand sooner rather than later.
On the face of it, the demand seems reasonable.
States have been created on linguistic grounds or,
more recently, for socio-economic reasons. Recent
States such as Uttarakhand, Chattisgarh and Tel-
angana have been created on the latter basis.
Gorkhaland fits the bill on both counts — it is lin-
guistically and culturally distinct from the plains
of Bengal and can justifiably perceive Statehood
as the answer to its socio-economic concerns.
However, unlike the other recent States, ‘Gorkha-
land’ is a geo-politically sensitive region. It is en-
circled by Nepal, Tibet, Bhutan, Bangladesh and
China. 

While engaging with the stakeholders con-
cerned to arrest this descent into chaos, it is im-
portant to veer away from the current discourse of
competing sub-nationalisms. Banerjee is being
shrewd in playing the foreign hand, and ratchet-
ing up Bengali sub-nationalism (possibly letting
go of her party’s influence in the hills). But to
question Nepali sub-nationalism from this frame-
work would be a contradiction in terms. The dis-
course on autonomy for Gorkhaland should be
based on reviving its economy. Addressing the tea
gardens crisis would be a good way to start.

Trouble in the hills

It’s an inexorable drift towards Gorkhaland
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C
ities, which host over half
the world’s population,
have a strategic role to
play in developing sus-

tainable food systems and promot-
ing healthy diets. By 2030, it is pro-
jected that 60 per cent of the
population in developing countries
will live in cities. Feeding cities will
face multiple challenges such as re-
source scarcity, climate change, un-
sustainable production and con-
sumption patterns, and food loss
and waste. 

Urban agriculture can be part of
the solution. The recent Urban Food
Policy Pact provides a framework
for action by cities to contribute to
food security through urban agri-
culture. Urban agriculture uses re-
sources such as organic waste as
compost and waste water for irriga-
tion. Urban residents produce food
and serve the local market, impact
the urban ecology and compete for
land with other urban functions. 

There’s room for it
Urban agriculture can be practised
on private land such as terraces or
backyards of residences, on public
land such as parks, conservation
areas, along the roads, streams and
railway lines and on semi-public
land such as schoolyards and
grounds of educational and health
facilities. The practice of urban agri-
culture promotes economic devel-
opment through food
production, builds so-
cial capital, com-
munity well-being and
civic engagement.
Community gardens,
farms in city blocks,
vertical farms based
on hydroponics or
aeroponics and
aquaculture are some
smart urban agriculture models.

As India progresses towards a
rapid phase of urbanisation, at-
tempts are being made to build
urban agricultural systems. Initiat-
ives such as composting and vermi-

culture, animal husbandry in peri-
urban areas, horticulture activities
and terrace farming are increas-
ingly witnessed in numerous cities,
including Kolkata, Chennai, Delhi,
Mumbai and Hyderabad. 

Benefits all round
Urban agriculture can be a sustain-
able strategy to reduce urban
poverty, food insecurity and en-
hance urban environmental man-
agement. It contributes to poverty
alleviation, social inclusion of the
poor, women empowerment, pro-
ductive use of vacant plots and re-
use of urban waste. Consumers, es-
pecially the urban poor, can enjoy
access to fresh produce at better
prices. Urban growers can sell dir-
ectly by avoiding intermediaries
and spend less time on transport,
packaging and storage. Further,
urban agriculture can create em-
ployment opportunities for disad-
vantaged groups. The importance
of urban agriculture is also being
recognised by various organisa-
tions such as the United Nations-
Habitat and FAO (Food and Agricul-
ture Organisation).

Rapid urbanisation in the devel-
oping world is accompanied by a
rapid increase in urban poverty and
urban food insecurity. This scenario
is worsened by food inflation, now a
global phenomenon, and one that
is likely to continue. Urban agricul-
ture, although not a solution to
food insecurity, has the potential to

provide millions with
access to food and nu-
trition. Apart from the
benefits to the eco-
nomy, urban agricul-
ture stimulates the de-
velopment of related
micro-enterprises. 

Due to the multi-di-
mensional nature of
urban agriculture,

policy development and action
planning for it should involve mul-
tiple stakeholders from sectors
such as agriculture, health, waste
management and community de-
velopment. Increasingly this is ac-

knowledged and incorporated in
urban planning approaches as in
the United Nation’s Sustainable Cit-
ies programme. 

Urban agriculture policies can
consider a combination of social,
economic and environmental as-
pects. From the social angle, sub-
sistence agriculture can form part
of the livelihood strategies of urban
households. 

The economic angle is primarily
market-oriented urban agriculture,
involving small-scale, family-based
initiatives and larger-scale entre-
preneurial farms, run by private in-
vestors or producer associations.
The environment management
factor lies in nutrient recycling, ad-
option of agro-ecological produc-

tion methods, eco-sanitation and
waste management. Incorporating
urban agriculture into the policies
and systems of every city will play
an important role in unleashing its
full potential. 

Creating zones
Cities can facilitate the access to
urban spaces by having demarc-
ated zones, similar to Pretoria and
Beijing. Making an inventory of the
available vacant open land within
the city by community mapping or
GIS-based data and by analysing its
suitability for agriculture will be a
good starting point for enhancing
access to land for urban farming.
Giving short- or medium-term
leases to organised groups of urban

producers for gardening purposes
can also help. 

Inattentiveness in practising
urban agriculture may cause health
and environmental risks such as
use of contaminated land, inappro-
priate use of pesticides or raw or-
ganic manure leaking into water
sources. Increasing pollution, and
contamination of the city’s waste
water with industrial eluents is a
major constraint to the continued
viability of irrigated farming and
aquaculture in urban and peri-
urban areas. Clearly earmarking
zones and avoiding unscientific in-
tervention where only urban agri-
culture suited to local conditions
and resource availability is prac-
tised can reduce possible health
and environmental risks.

A growing number of cities are
applying multi-stakeholder plan-
ning approaches to identify efect-
ive ways to integrate agriculture
into urban policies and planning.
Future policies should create the
right framework conditions for re-
inforcing the practice of urban agri-
culture as a sustainability tool.

Urban agriculture has the poten-
tial to become a vibrant economic
sector that quickly adapts to chan-
ging conditions and demands, in-
tensifying its productivity and di-
versifying its functions for the city.
Its future will depend on its contri-
butions to the development of a
sustainable and resilient city that is
inclusive, food-secure, productive
and healthy, thus establishing food-
smart cities. Figuring out an urban
agribusiness model that captures
value from available data, integ-
rates multiple revenue models and
fosters partnership with relevant
stakeholders will help move to-
wards a new era of sustainable food
production. 
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Urban agriculture can get around some of the challenges ever-burgeoning cities will face in the near future

Sustenance and sustainability Terraces and rooftops can nurture urban

agriculture 

Making cities food-smart and secure
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A
fter a string of scandals
and embarrassments,
Uber’s embattled CEO
Travis Kalanick was forced

to resign. The assumption is that he
was pushed out for bad behaviour.
The truth is more prosaic: The other
problems compounded the basic
one that he lost a lot of money. Uber
lost $2.8 billion on $6.5 billion of
revenue in 2016.

The myth of control
Many years ago, Fred Wilson, one of
the top VCs in the world, famous for
his role in companies such as Twit-
ter and Zynga, put it succinctly: VCs
have control when things don’t
work. Entrepreneurs have control
when they do. That’s common
sense in most of the business world.
But as the Uber debacle shows, legal
provisions such as board seats or
shareholder voting rights matter
much less than actual performance
in Silicon Valley too.

The prevailing mythos of Silicon
Valley says that it is visionary

founder-CEOs – think Bill Gates,
Steve Jobs, Mark Zuckerberg – who
create great companies and need to
be insulated to work their magic.
Venture capitalists and money
men, the thinking goes, would oth-
erwise get legal control of the com-
pany, oust the great founders and
lead companies to their doom.
Founders should be allowed to re-
tain legal control of the company,
something that, in a highly compet-
itive Silicon Valley funding environ-
ment, many VCs have agreed to.

And yet, Kalanick, one of those
visionary founders, was just ousted
despite having a great deal of con-
trol. One of Uber’s key investors,
Benchmark Capital’s Bill Gurley, a
legendary venture capitalist, seems
to have played a crucial role in
Kalanick’s ouster, even though tech-
nically he did not have the author-
ity on the board to fire him.

Kalanick controlled the majority
of seats on Uber’s board, as well as a
majority of voting rights for share-
holders. However, that ended up
not meaning much: Uber, which is
losing money by the bucketful, ar-

guably a necessary move to build a
network efect which will reap
profits later, needs investors. Hav-
ing the majority voting rights in a
company that gets shunned by in-
vestors because you’re reckless is
not worth a lot.

Steve Jobs never had formal legal
control at Apple. He was ousted
from the company in the 1980s be-

cause the visionary products he
shepherded – the Apple Lisa
desktop computer and then the
Mac – were commercial failures.
When he returned to the company
in 1998, he put out a string of highly
successful products – first the iMac,
then the iPod, and of course the
iPhone – that brought the company
back from the brink and then en-
sured strong profitable growth; his
leadership was never subsequently
questioned.

Money counts for a lot
Facebook has had various growing
pains as a fledgling social network,
but its user numbers and revenue
never stopped growing. If the com-
pany had a MySpace-like trajectory,
it is unlikely that Zuckerberg’s
formal legal control of the com-
pany’s board and shareholder vot-
ing rights would have protected
him from investor pressure to
make radical changes, up to step-
ping down. 

Similarly Rupert Murdoch was
able to survive phone-tapping scan-
dals in the UK and the problems at

Fox in large part because of the ro-
bust results he continued to gener-
ate for News Corp.

Uber is not only losing money –
and it’s burning through cash at an
enormous rate – but clearly it is also
going through a crisis, with execut-
ive turnover, a stalled self-driving
car project, myriad lawsuits and
other problems.

As an Uber watcher (and mostly
satisfied customer) Kalanick’s
ouster feels bittersweet. Uber’s ag-
gressive, macho culture caused
problems; but it also seems clear
that without it Uber would never
have managed to become the be-
hemoth it is today, one which has
changed transportation forever,
and that culture came from Kalan-
ick. His ouster is another reminder
that meteoric growth and arresting
vision is never enough. 

A CEO who is making a healthy
profit for his firm has a secure posi-
tion; but, even in Silicon Valley, a
company that needs investors to
stay afloat will sacrifice a founder if
needed, whatever the company’s
by-laws. BLOOMBERG

At Uber, money topped the list of woes
CEO Travis Kalanick lost his job because the company was deeply in red – his alleged conduct was just an excuse

Rough ride Travis Kalanick, former CEO

A host of benefits from GST

This refers to “Why consumers
should welcome GST” (June 23).
One week from now India is going
to introduce GST, the biggest tax
reform since independence. It has
had a chequered journey. 

Initially this was mooted by the
BJP government under Atal Behari
Vajpayee in the year 2000 and
could not be introduced due to
political reasons. In 2004, under
the then Congress government
under Manmohan Singh too, GST
sufered the same fate. The main
objection was from the BJP which
felt it would lead to higher cost of
goods for the common man and
would be diicult to implement.
One must really appreciate the
political maturity of all the parties
that they did their best to make
this far-reaching legislation a real-
ity. 

As the writer rightly pointed
out, this is cost-neutral and will ac-
tually bring down the cost of

many goods of mass consump-
tion. It would avoid double taxa-
tion and cut down on red-tapism
and end the Inspector Raj and
bring about transparency.
K Ashok Kumar
Kolkata

Many kinks need removing

“Why consumers should welcome
GST” (June 23) cogently argued for
and logically articulated the im-
peratives of GST from consumers’
point of view. There could have not
been a better time than now! Any-
thing new and innovative will al-
ways face resistance. When the
teething problems are addressed
adequately, taxpayers will acqui-
esce with it.

There are obviously many kinks
to be ironed out and financial irrit-
ants to be eased. It is not the fault
of the society – the Centre did not
clear the cobwebs of politically in-
duced views and did not take the
stakeholders into confidence.

Many a merchant has so far got
only token acknowledgement of
legal registration and the perman-
ent GST registration number is yet
to be received. 

The press releases of the Centre
are only perfunctory and point-
wise clarifications sought by the
trade bodies and forums have not
been not ofered till now. Many
States, particularly the Opposi-
tion-led ones, are sceptical. 

Inflationary pressure cannot be
ruled out till the progressive tax
rates settle down properly
without any scope for manipula-
tion upon taxable slabs. Actions
will speak louder than words and
the proposed midnight fanfare
launch can be avoided! 
B Rajasekaran
Bangalore 

May lead to Inspector Raj

The GST is to be launched from July
1, 2017. The various taxes are com-
bined into one which is a good

measure but compliance is not an
easy task. It is too complex. The
worst part is it has high tax rates
for most commodities. Minimum
and simple forms must be
provided for its compliance. It
may even lead to Inspector Raj
again! 

Of utmost importance is that
there should be no tax on necessit-
ies of life such as food at all levels.
It must be a statutory provision
under all the laws that where taxes
or service charges are added in the
bills these must be displayed. Do
not allow ‘taxes extra as applic-
able’. Punish heavily for such a
malpractice if any.
M Kumar
New Delhi

Banks’ bad loans

Diversion of funds is certainly one
of the reasons for bad loans bur-
geoning in the banking industry.
Generally funds are diverted
sometimes without the know-

ledge of banks and at times be-
cause of the lethargic manner in
which the counter staf pass
cheques unknowingly. 

Diversion of funds also happens
when short-term working capital
funds are utilised for long-term
purposes. 

In other cases, the borrower
would open another current ac-
count and transfer the funds to
that account and from there to ne-
cessary purposes. Even though as
per norms the borrower is not sup-
posed to open an account with an-
other bank, the practice is going
unchecked thereby making the ac-
count a stressed one during the di-
version. 

This should be stopped at any
cost and proper follow-up of work-
ing capital by a person knowledge-
able in that field would certainly
reduce the NPAs if corrective ac-
tion is taken immediately.
TSN Rao
Bheemavaram
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