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The announcement of the
Supreme Court two months ago
that it would go paperless from

this month wowed everyone. Later the
court clarified that in implementing
the ambitious plan there are several
“technical and functional issues”.

These have popped up in myriad forms
over the weeks when the court
reopened after the summer vacation.
To begin with, only new petitions which
come up before five out of 14 courts
would be accessed by the judges digi-
tally on an interactive display device. So
the judges are still partly eclipsed by
the stack of paper piles on either side of
them. The display devices are on their
table, but kept away for the time being.
So far no e-petition seems to have come
up before the courts.

Since the Supreme Court deals with
hundreds of appeals, the records of the
courts below also have to be digitalised.
This is a tremendous task since the
courts below are ill-equipped to answer
the call. Therefore, bundles of paper are
still brought to the filing counter with
records from the district courts

onwards. E-filing from anywhere in the
country is yet a distant prospect.

Though the setting up of the Int-
egrated Case Management Information
System (ICMIS) was announced on May
10 as a revolutionary step, the new web-
site of the court is still under construc-
tion and is causing hiccups for the users.
The good old website was scrapped
before the new one was put in place,
causing unnecessary confusion.

This is not the first time the court is
declaring the tantalising arrival of the
digital age. In October 2006, it was ann-
ounced that e-filing has been introduced.
But over the decade, the paper mounds
have only grown bigger, spilling over to
the corridors occupying half the walking
area. The court has taken over much of
the former Pragati Maidan hectares near-
by, while the space should be shrinking if

e-courts are the future. In advanced
countries, the cyber wave is cutting into
legal business, with computers doing to
lawyers what machines did to horses; but
no one need to worry here.

Though there is an apex e-commit-
tee to give directions to the courts below,
the electronic progress of high courts
and courts below is despairing. Except
a few high courts among the 24, the
websites are little helpful except to the
lawyers. Several social and economic
issues of national importance are heard
and decided by high courts in their
respective jurisdiction. Their wisdom is
lost to the public as it is not accessible.

For instance, the Gujarat high court
last fortnight passed a long judgment
followed by drastic orders, discussing
the problem of witnesses turning hostile
in sensitive cases. The court described
the saga of 105 out of 195 witnesses turn-
ing hostile when a former MP was
accused of murder of a youth. The 120-
page judgment is unknown to the pub-
lic because it is difficult to trace it for an
ordinary person. The judges there mark

whether their judgments uploaded on
the website should be shown to the local
newspaper reporters. Successive judges
for years have not noticed the irony of it
all. The court also warns the users
against relying on the authenticity of
the judgments read on the website.

There are several other high court
websites which are unhelpful to the
public as they follow their own designs.
Since only the local lawyers have the
clue to enter them by keying in a dozen
choices, the clients have to pay for it.
The rest of the world is practically shut
out from the judgments of the high
courts, however important they may be.
The e-committee has failed to tell the
National Informatics Centre which
devises the websites to follow a uniform
pattern for all courts. Even the dozens of
tribunals, some of whom have not
updated their sites for months together,
must follow one pattern. These are basic
needs of society which is increasingly
realising the power of courts and utilis-
ing it as the other arms of state are fail-
ing in their constitutional roles.

Faltering steps into cyberland
Current signals indicate there is a long way to vaunted paperless courts

Disasters strike India, as they do
elsewhere. When they do, infra-
structure services stop, adding

to the hardship of citizens as water, pow-
er, mobile and Internet services are not
restored fast enough. Transport links
get snapped and communities are cut
off for days. Rebuilding takes time.
Chennai floods, Himalayan flash floods,
Gujarat and Nepal earthquakes, tsuna-
mi, and nuclear catastrophes at
Chernobyl and Fukushima are all
etched in collective memory.

The mitigation for all this is to plan
and build “Disaster Resilient Infrastr-
ucture” (DRI), and gear up for “Disaster
Risk Reduction” (DRR). DRI and DRR
are phrases that are increasingly being
heard in the corridors of power, inter-
national workshops, seminars, and
United Nations declarations.

On December 23, 2005, the govern-
ment of India enacted the Disaster
Management Act, which envisaged the
creation of the National Disaster
Management Authority (NDMA), head-
ed by the prime minister, and State
Disaster Management Authorities
(SDMAs) headed by respective chief
ministers, to spearhead and implement
a holistic and integrated approach to
disaster management in India.

A wave of fresh thinking on DRI and
DRR came in from the “Sendai frame-
work for Disaster Risk Reduction” that

was adopted by the United Nations in
2015 for the next 15 years. Sendai is a
Japanese city that was chosen because
it recovered fast from the 2011 earth-
quake and tsunami.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi rele-
ased the National Disaster Manage-
ment Plan (NDMP), India’s first ever
national plan, on June 1, 2016. This is
based on the Sendai Framework, and
embraces departments at all levels at
the Centre, state, district, town and
panchayat. The thematic areas covered
are risk assessment, inter-agency coor-
dination, investing in DRI and DRR,
and capacity building.

The plan outlines 15 disasters, and
has entrusted various ministries for
its management and mitigation. For
instance, in case of tsunami or
cyclone, the ministry of earth sciences
would be responsible for disaster man-
agement and similarly for landslides,
it will be the job of the ministry of
mines. The health ministry will take
care of biological disasters and the
urban development ministry will deal
with urban floods.

More than any other measures, it is
resilience-sensitivity that is needed to
be inculcated in employees to ensure
that infrastructure services continue
after disasters. One part is to have
proper maintenance of the assets, so
that they can withstand disruptions.
For instance, if sewage systems are
badly maintained, they, in turn, can
trigger urban floods whenever there
is heavy rain. The other, bigger part is
to invest in training operational teams
to handle disasters and work quickly
to restore services. Recently The
Economist reported on the different
types of spending that Haiti, often hit
by disasters, could do to prepare. The
most valuable was to spend US $2 mil-
lion to train “first responders”.

For India, much of the infrastruc-
ture will still be built across the next 30

to 40 years. The aim should be to build
it right the first time. Better regula-
tion and better enforcement of that
regulation will be critical. Japan has
taught the world that planning for one
disaster is not enough; one must fore-
cast the worst scenario (tsunami plus
earthquake plus nuclear meltdown).

Like the Rapid Action Force that is
deployed to handle civil unrest and
related emergencies, disaster manage-
ment also requires the immediate avail-
ability of deployable funds with mini-
mum bureaucratic delays. For instance,
New York’s Metropolitan Transport
Authority in 2013 issued Catastrophe
Bonds tied only to storm surges.

A quick review of the finances of
NDMA reveals that in 2015-16, it had a
budgetary allocation of ~445 crore and
it ended up spending ~651 crore. In
2016-17, the allocation was ~678 crore.
Clearly, this is not adequate for the scale

of the activities envisaged for NDMA
and the ambitions of the National
Disaster Management Plan. The envis-
aged span and scope of activities relat-
ing to policy and planning, mitigation,
operations and communications,
administration and capacity building
call for far higher availability of funds.

One suggestion is to set up a
Disaster Rapid Action Mitigation Fund
(DRAM) with ex-ante sanctions in
place for immediate release of funds
by the designated authority.

India is geared to invest ~15 lakh
crore per annum in the foreseeable
future on infra creation. Both public
and private developers can be man-
dated to contribute 0.25 per cent of the
project cost to DRAM in national inter-
est. A ~10,000-crore project then needs
to contribute ~25 crore. Surely, it can
absorb this amount in the capital struc-
ture, and its amortisation over the life

of the asset. This one stipulation can
start pouring in ~3,750 crore per annum
into DRAM. Additional contributions
from the Prime Minister’s Relief Fund
and budgetary allocations can further
be used to enhance the corpus. India
has a history of relevant cesses for larg-
er national goals in the fuel cess for
transportation development or the cess
on coal for green purposes. The advan-
tage of DRAM is that it will not be a
recurring revenue expenditure, but a
one-time initial charge on the capital
cost of a project.

With a larger corpus under DRAM,
and an engaged and energetic NDMA,
India can hope to leapfrog to the front
line of nations adequately and profes-
sionally prepared to handle disasters.

The author is chairman of Feedback Infra.
vinayak.chatterjee@feedbackinfra.com;
Twitter: @Infra_VinayakCh

India has indeed taken proactive steps. The base is well set to push the agenda aggressively

Making infrastructure disaster resilient

Review pension system
Ramanath Nakhate’s letter captioned
“United fight for pension” (July 24) gives
deep insight into the plight of a section of
pensioners who retired from some public
sector institutions. The reasons for the go-
vernment of India (GoI) and organisations
like Life Insurance Corporation, Reserve
Bank of India and public sector banks in
which pension schemes had been intro-
duced during the 1990s, lending a deaf ear
to genuine demands for pension revision,
may be different from those being shared
in public. To understand that, one may
have to look at the status of pension sch-
eme applicable to central government
employees. By an executive order issued in
December 2003, the GoI divided central
government employees into three classes
for the purpose of pension benefits:
�Employees who were in service as on
December 31, 2003, who will continue to
enjoy the benefits of “defined benefit pen-
sion scheme” that was in existence on that
day, for life (assuming the employee who
joined on December 31, 2003, at the age of
25 may retire in 2038 and assuming the
person lives up to the age of 80, the pen-
sion scheme will remain in force till 2058).
�Defence personnel: Serving and new
defence personnel (joining after December
31, 2003) will continue to enjoy the bene-
fits of defined benefit pension scheme.
�Central government employees joining
service on or after January 1, 2004, will be
covered by a “defined contribution-based
pension scheme” called NPS (New Pens-
ion Scheme, rechristened as National
Pension System) where employees’ con-
tribution of 10 per cent of salary will be
augmented with a matching contribution
of 10 per cent by the employer. NPS differs
from the old Contributory Provident Fund
only in regard to certain details in regard
to provisions relating to investment/fund
management/withdrawal.

The reason given for the introduction
of NPS was rising pension liabilities. The
pension liability may start tapering only
after a few more decades. All these call for
a comprehensive review of the Indian pen-
sion system to make it capable of ensuring
reasonable retirement benefits to all who

are in regular employment. NPS is no sub-
stitute for the pension scheme it has
replaced. Pensioners’ demand for period-
ic upward revision factoring in the changes
in costs and living conditions is genuine.

M G Warrier   Mumbai

Political animal
With reference to “BJP MLA’s cow remark
meant to bolster communal activities:
CPM” (July 23), the claim of the Bharatiya
Janata Party legislator from Madhya Pra-
desh that stray cows are a menace for the
state’s farmers and his “solution” exposes
the hollowness of his ideology.

Since the state’s farmers reportedly dis-
card their cows when they lose their use-
fulness, forcing families with below pover-
ty line cards to rear cows is ludicrous,
impractical and illogical. The thugs pro-
fessing to be gau rakshaks and having
links with communal outfits must desist
from lynchings over beef and help the
authorities to resolve the stray cow prob-
lem by taking the cattle under their pro-
tection. But it is unlikely to be so, as the
cow is mere a political animal for the so-

called gau rakshaks and their masters.
Samiul Hassan Quadri  Bikaner

Incorrect allusion
Permit me a small diversion in these grim
times of intolerance and sundry mayhem.
The Chinese Whispers item “A ‘ban’ on
the lay-off question” (July 24) mentions
Abidali Neemuchwala’s reference to the
question “When did you last beat your
wife?” The correct allusion should have
been to the predicament posed by being
asked to reply yes or no to the question
“Have you stopped beating your wife?”
either answer to which would damn the
respondent as a confirmed spouse-abuser!

Shreekant Sambrani  Vadodara

Aloof bureaucracy
The Aurangabad district magistrate’s app-
eal to villagers to sell their wives if they
can’t afford to build toilet shows the dark
side of 19th century Weberian bureaucra-
cy being followed in India, where an adm-
inistrator becomes so blinded by the gov-
ernment targets that he is divorced from
social realities and human emotions. We
need civil servants to be dedicated to gov-
ernment schemes, but it is foolish to beli-
eve sustainable change can be brought 
about by being aloof from society.

Ashutosh  Gaya
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The BSE-CMIE-UMich Index of Consu-
mer Sentiments seems to be stabilising
at a little over 97 (base: 100 in Septem-
ber-December 2015) in July. If the index
settles below 98 for the month, it would
be lower than its level a year ago.
Sentiments have been subdued.

During June and July, the most imp-
ortant factor influencing consumer sen-
timents is the progress of the southwest
monsoon. Monsoons impact farmers
directly and they impact the rest of the
economy as well.

Last year, monsoons turned out to be
good after a gap of two years. At the end
of July 2016, monsoons were 0.42 per
cent higher than the normal. Kharif
sowing had progressed well. It was 6.3
per cent higher than in the previous
year and most pulses, oilseeds and some
cereals had done very well. Expectat-
ions were positive. As a result, the index
of consumer sentiments in rural India
increased by about two per cent bet-
ween May and July 2016. It went on to
grow even more in August. This incre-
ase was significant because it came after
four consecutive months of decline in
rural consumer sentiments.

During the same period, sentiments
in urban India had moved in the oppo-
site direction. They were evidently ad-
versely affected by Raghuram Rajan
announcing his decision to quit as RBI
governor in June and the eruption of
serious unrest in Kashmir following the
violent death of Burhan Wani in early
July. The index of consumer sentiments
in urban India had declined by four per
cent in June (when the rural index inc-
reased by 2.2 per cent). It recovered par-
tially in July only to fall again, by 3.8
per cent in August.

This year, the monsoons have been
erratic so far. The India Meteorological
Department projected normal mon-
soons in 2017.

The southwest monsoon hit Kerala
on time and progressed well in the first
two weeks but it lost momentum pretty

soon thereafter. By the end of June, the
cumulative precipitation was below the
long period average. Rains have alter-
nated from being good in one week to
being poor in another. During the week
of July 12, rains were 19 per cent below
normal. Then, they recovered by 11.4
per cent in the week ended July 19.

By the end of the seventh week of
this monsoon season, the cumulative
precipitation was 1.5 per cent above
normal. But, the temporal and spatial
distribution has left many areas vul-
nerable this year.

In the east, West Bengal and Jhark-
hand have received very poor rains and
in the south, Kerala, Tamil Nadu and
Karnataka have seen big deficits. Bihar
and Odisha have seen mostly poor rains
although there was good precipitation
in the second half of July.

Sowings are down in Maharashtra,
Karnataka Tamil Nadu, Andhra Prad-
esh and Madhya Pradesh. By the end
of the kharif sowing season, it is like-
ly that the overall sowing would be
about one per cent less than it was last
year. Most of the fall is expected in
oilseeds and pulses.

This year, rural India faces a double
whammy. It faces prospects of a lower-
than-expectations growth in output and
it faces a deterioration in its terms of
trade. Wholesale food inflation has
turned negative since May this year.

Many crops still fetch prices below their
minimum support prices.

Rural India is not very happy about
the way the monsoon season is panning
out and the way prices of its commodi-
ties are moving relative to other com-
modities. The unhappiness can be seen
in the BSE-CMIE-UMich consumer sen-
timent indices.

The index of consumer sentiments
for rural India shrank by over eight per
cent during the first eight weeks of the
current monsoon season. In compari-
son it had fallen by only one per cent in
the corresponding period of 2016. While
the expectations index was flat during
these eight weeks last year, this year it
fell by 8.1 per cent.

Urban India has offset part of the
negative effects of rural India. The urb-
an index of consumer sentiments grew
by 3.5 per cent during the first eight
monsoon weeks. This compares well
against the negative trend in consumer
sentiments in rural India and is also
much better than last year’s flat growth.
Nevertheless, urban India’s consumer
sentiments are much lower than that
of rural India.

The fall in rural consumer senti-
ments this kharif season foretells farm
distress, again.

The author is managing director and CEO,
Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy P Ltd

Farm distress on the horizon

Girls stand in rains beside an open laundry in New Delhi. This year, the
monsoon rains have been erratic so far REUTERS

Identity crisis
A majority of Indians get to hear about the
nation’s food safety regulator only when
something goes wrong, the man running it
has complained. Asked whether he was
looking to hire more food inspectors, Food
Safety and Standards Authority of India CEO
Pawan Kumar Agarwal said he wasn’t
certain if many Indians know about the
body. Set up in 2011, more than five years
after it was authorised, the body has moved
gradually while setting standards for the
food industry. While controversies that have
been erupting periodically — such as the
2014 Maggi fiasco — have given it some
exposure, becoming a household name
could take much longer, Agarwal rued.

> CHINESE WHISPERS

Mail for MPs

Opposition vice-presidential candidate
Gopalkrishna Gandhi (pictured) had sent 
an email to the 780-odd Members of
Parliament who comprise the electoral
college that elects the country’s vice-
president. His strategists lamented that the
emails, where Gandhi has sought their
support, has been sent to their official
@sansad.nic.in email, which only a
handful check regularly. Gandhi plans to
send each of the MPs a postcard as well.

Deviation from the written text

On Sunday, parliamentarians gave a
farewell to outgoing President Pranab
Mukherjee (pictured). The President’s
speech on the occasion mentioned a
legion of stellar parliamentarians. The
written text of the speech that was
circulated among the members didn’t
mention Congress president Sonia Gandhi.
But when he delivered the speech in the
Central Hall of Parliament, Mukherjee
added this to point number 5 in his speech
— “calming presence of Manmohan Singh,
mature advice of L K Advani and
passionate support of Sonia Gandhi on
social legislations”. Not one Bharatiya
Janata Party MP, with the exception of its
Rajya Sabha member from West Bengal
Rupa Ganguly, walked up to Mukherjee
during the dinner that followed. Members
complained how the dinner, in honour of
someone from Bengal, was all vegetarian.
The speech posted on the website of the
President of India includes the part about
the Congress president.

OUT OF COURT
M J ANTONY

FIRST STRIDE Prime Minister Narendra Modi (in picture with his cabinet colleagues) released the National Disaster
Management Plan, India’s first ever national plan, on June 1, 2016
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T
he government appears determined on going ahead with a change in
the fiscal year. On Friday, Finance Minister Arun Jaitley informed the
Lok Sabha that the government was considering shifting the fiscal year
to January-December. The prime minister has been a keen votary of

such a change for a while now. In April, after the National Democratic Alliance
government advanced the presentation of the Union Budget to the beginning of
February, Mr Modi, during a NITI Aayog meeting, urged states to come on board.
Since then, at least three states, Madhya Pradesh, Telangana and Andhra Pradesh,
have put their hands up.

There are two crucial elements to this debate, however. One relates to the
validity of the arguments being proffered in favour of the shift, and the second
is the concern over whether such a change will have several adverse effects. The
central argument of the government is the link between the Union Budget and
the occurrence of the south-west monsoon. One strand is that Budgets should be
prepared immediately after the receipt of agricultural incomes for the year since
agricultural income is exceedingly important in a country such as India. A
February Budget, it is held, is unable to correctly anticipate the monsoon and fails
to make a judicious call about resource allocation. The other argument relates to
the working season and use of funds. Since much of construction activity occurs
after the passage of the monsoon, appropriations lie idle and their use is lopsided.
Essentially, the timing of the Budget introduces an inefficiency in allocating and
using resources. These are age-old arguments going back to the 1970s and 1980s
but, thanks to the changing structure of the Indian economy, they have lost
their persuasiveness over time. 

For instance, as far as the effect of the monsoon on agriculture is concerned,
it should be noted that crops directly affected by the monsoon account for just
about 11 per cent of India’s gross domestic product. Moreover, the use of funds can
easily be altered at the ministry level, depending on local conditions without nec-
essarily changing the fiscal year. On the flip side, a fiscal year change will raise
transaction costs across the economy. To begin with, it will necessitate present-
ing another Budget in the current calendar year, by the first week of November.
Moreover, almost all significant economic entities in India will have to change
their accounting. Apart from the higher compliance costs, this move will bring
about another wave of disruption that can be easily avoided. As it is, India has just
shifted to a new accounting standard in Ind-AS. Add to this the substantial
upheaval being caused due to a hurried shift to the goods and services tax regime.
Lastly, a new fiscal year will further obfuscate the understanding of the existing
macroeconomic data. Already, there is enough confusion on this front, even lead-
ing to some concerns about its credibility. A new fiscal year would have been
alright only if the benefits outweighed the costs by a significant margin. Since that
is not clear, the government’s focus should be on fixing the economy instead of
attempting yet another disruptive change.

An avoidable change
There is little to gain from resetting the fiscal year

T
he women’s cricket team will be gratified by the cash and other rewards
heaped on them after a gallant showing in the just concluded women’s
World Cup, losing by a mere nine runs to England in a thriller final on
Sunday. The Board of Control for Cricket in India (BCCI) has announced

a cash award of ~50 lakh for each player; Railway Minister Suresh Prabhu has
promised out-of-turn promotions for those nine members of the 15-member
squad who work for the railways, including captain fantastic Mithali Raj; and
Punjab Chief Minister Amarinder Singh has offered star batsman Harmanpreet
Kaur the post of deputy superintendent in the state police. Generous though this
outpouring of appreciation may be, it is unlikely to help the cause of women’s
cricket in India unless the BCCI strengthens the institutional foundations that sus-
tain the sport. Even today, like most sportspeople in India, Indian women crick-
eters ply their skills only courtesy the informal support of state institutions
through nominal jobs in utilities and banks. This used to be the case with men
cricketers, too, until corporate sponsorship and the Indian Premier League (IPL)
created a viable sporting property and, thereby, a relatively stable livelihood for
cricketers outside the monopsony of the national team. 

The same strategy could be applied profitably to women’s cricket. The
record-breaking viewership for the women’s World Cup and ticket sell-out at
Lord’s for the final suggests that women’s cricket is sufficiently popular to war-
rant a women’s IPL. A modest state-level domestic T20 league for women exists
and could easily be expanded to accommodate international stars and private-
ly owned teams. So far, the only alternative market for women cricketers comes
from the Women’s Super League in the UK and the Australian Women’s Big Bash
League — where two stars of the just concluded World Cup, Kaur and Smriti
Mandhana, were playing. The experience of world tennis has demonstrated that
according equal coverage and, with the exception of the Grand Slams, equal prize
money has been enormously beneficial for women’s tennis. Likewise, it is no
coincidence that the improvement in Indian women’s cricket came after the
BCCI offered them fixed contracts – 11 years after the practice was introduced
for men – higher match fees and business-class travel, like the men, for inter-
national matches. 

But there is a long way to go. When the male stars of the Indian Super
League football tournament – most of whom would struggle for a place in a
European B team – can earn between ~26 lakh and ~50 lakh a season, it seems
bizarre that Indian women cricketers, many of whom are world class, earn
between ~15 lakh and ~30 lakh a year. Indeed, in a country in which gender
inequality is a chronic societal problem, the transformational impact of a women’s
IPL would go well beyond the playing field. Plus, if Indian women cricketers, with
relatively inferior pay, facilities and greater societal prejudices have been able to
compete successfully against teams from developed sporting nations, the pos-
sibilities once they have the wherewithal to focus on their sport for a living can
only be imagined.

Now, for a women’s IPL
Or, how BCCI can sustain the market for female cricketers

This book has been written primarily for
the author’s peer group in the disci-
plines of sociology and anthropology.
But it is not a sermon. It starts from the
position that the simultaneous existence
of modernity and traditionalism, rich
and poor, rural and urban in India defies
the construction of social theories. So
how can these seemingly contradictory
forces be harmonised into the construc-
tion of theory? To offers answers, the
author has rigorously analysed the
entire corpus of sociological theories as
applied to the study of modernity, peas-

antry, caste, ethnicity, health and multi-
culturalism. His key message, spelt out
in his introductory chapter, is to urge
researchers to put themselves “in the
position of the other”. As he observes,
inter-subjectivity involves “seeing one-
self in others and not just being aware
that others affect our lives”.

The other element of the approach
involves comparative studies of social
issues. Taking the example of the
Indian peasantry, he argues that the
gulf between “powerful and the subor-
dinate classes” is true not only of India
but occurs elsewhere too. He cites
James Scott’s Weapons of the Weak:
Everyday Forms of Peasant Resistance
for insights on rural uprisings around
the world and on his own study on land
and labour in western Uttar Pradesh
about actual relationship between Jats
and Scheduled Castes such as Harijans
and Valmikis. 

Peasant relationships at the grass-

roots cannot necessarily be viewed
through one lens; in fact, they are much
more nuanced than outward appear-
ance suggests. For instance, “Members
of the SCs... only whisper their com-
plaints against Jats. They would imme-
diately fall silent if a Jat were to wander
in while such a conversation was going
on,” he writes. This finding clearly
shows the reality of the “class-caste’
domination in rural agricultural social
relationships where Jats dominate and
exploit the Harijans and Valmikis. 

However, powerful social dialectics
are at work and social change is the
order of the day and the evidence for
such a new awakening among the
oppressed Harijans or Bahujan Samaj is
provided by the emergence of the
Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP). Thus, if Jats
feel threatened today, it is not because
of petty thefts by the Harijans and
Valmikis, but rather by the declared pol-
itics of defiance that BSP has inaugurat-

ed in what they hitherto perceived as
their unchallenged domain. The
author’s note of caution is that “peasant
resistance should not be lionised” but
social science inquiry should focus
attention on the conditions under
which the poor in the countryside effec-
tively organise protest and resistance. 

On the caste system, which haunts
India till today, the author in three
interconnected chapters makes an
interesting observation: The so-called
uniqueness of caste system in India as
visualised by western sociologists can
be overcome if the scholar “traverses
cultures” and does not confine himself
to social “exceptionalism” or “unique-
ness”. The author makes a significant
comment when he says that “no caste
actually accepts their degraded status”
and he further states that “a phenome-
non that once appeared unique is now
familiar, without being the same as any
other. In times of crises, caste, too, can
give in and bend the rules”. He traces
the history of British colonial policy of
separate electorates for non-Brahmins
especially beginning with Morley-Minto

reforms of 1909 and how this new poli-
cy led to the emergence of non-
Brahman organisations in post-
Independence India.

Social conflicts are the real stuff of
politics and society and India has wit-
nessed ethnic and communal clashes,
which have been growing in frequency.
The author has made a special reference
to the Sikh militancy of the 1980s in
Punjab. In discussing this phenome-
non, he says he uses the term “imago”
to refer to “primordial or ascriptive
identities in times of strife”. The Sikh
image of themselves as Singhs (lions)
motivated a section of militants who
were engaged in struggle for Sikh inde-
pendent identity. “Thus, in moments of
social strife, cultural identities get con-
structed on the basis of self-image of the
community….”

The study of tradition and modernity
has engaged the attention of many
anthropologists and sociologists, and
following in the footsteps of his profes-
sional colleagues, the author devotes
two chapters that essentially address the
vexed question of multi-culturalism in

societies. The essence of his contribu-
tion to these debates is on individual-
ism. He says, “individualism is not the
preserve of lonely and resolute souls but
is a condition that impresses itself on all
in modern societies.” Individualism,
however, “functions best when there is a
recognition of constraints and of rules
that cannot be transgressed.”

Overall, the author’s real contribu-
tion in this study lies not so much in
what he says about the reality of differ-
ent aspects of Indian society, but in his
critical examination of theories and
concepts of the great founders of social
philosophy and theories of the last two
centuries. His seminal contribution to
the study of sociology lies in his sugges-
tion that by “putting oneself in the posi-
tion of the other”, researchers will be
able to approach the “respondent” 
with empathy. 

The ‘other’ view of sociology

Until the not so distant past, India was a mar-
ginal player in global energy. That story is rap-
idly changing.

India was, and still is, heavily dependent on imports
of fossil energy resources. As a result, it was worried about
the macroeconomic impacts of
global oil shocks. The rupee had
depreciated after the Iranian rev-
olution, the Iran-Iraq war in 1980s
resulted in shortfalls of oil and oil
products, the first Gulf War forced
India to purchase large quantities
of expensive oil in the spot market,
the Kurdish civil war in 1996 again
triggered a spike in the current
account deficit, and the second
Gulf War forced an increase in
domestic fuel prices. These were
major headaches but India’s foot-
print on the global markets was
marginal. 

However, by 2030, India’s share in daily oil trade
would be about 12.5 per cent. In 2014, this was only 7.4
per cent. Its energy demand will grow the fastest
among major economies. It will not be a price-maker;
nor will it be inconsequential. In some ways, India’s role
in global energy in the 21st century will be similar to
Europe’s in the latter half of the 20th century. India
will increasingly become an energy great power, but
not an energy hegemon. 

Major economies have redefined energy security
based on national circumstances. The US Energy
Independence and Security Act 2007 pushed for renew-
able fuels, protecting consumers, investments in ener-
gy efficiency, in addition to aspiring for greater energy
independence. Of course, in the last decade, the ener-
gy landscape has transformed in the US, with growth of
shale oil and gas. After the Fukushima accident, Japan
introduced its 4th Strategic Energy Plan in 2014, aim-
ing for energy efficiency, doubling zero-emission pow-
er generation, and doubling energy self-sufficiency by
2030. China’s Twelfth Five-Year Plan considered diver-

sifying supply sources and import routes, while increas-
ing domestic production. The International Energy
Agency wants its member countries to conceptualise
energy security in the short- and long-term.

In short, while the desire to rely less on overseas
suppliers continues, leading
economies have also realised that
energy security is not the same as
energy independence. For India,
energy security is the availability
of adequate quantities of critical
resources, at prices that are afford-
able and predictable, with mini-
mum risk of supply disruptions, to
ensure sustainability for the envi-
ronment and future generations
in the face of existing and emerg-
ing threats.

But there is no global energy
organisation. Global energy gover-
nance is fragmented and often

incoherent. As an energy great power, India has a strong
national interest in functional, credible and transparent
energy markets. It must create a platform for a global con-
versation on redefining energy security and reframing
global energy governance. For several reasons.

First, the world of energy now looks very different
from the oil crises of the 1970s. New issues include the
race for Arctic resources, turbulence in oil markets, the
uncertain future of gas, transitions towards low-carbon
energy, or renewed concerns over nuclear safety.
Whereas diplomatic engagements on energy continue,
largely, on traditional narrow definitions of energy
security, discussions on these emerging trends are
trapped in scientific and techno-economic conversa-
tions. The emerging political economy of internation-
al energy is little discussed, even less understood.

Secondly, the paucity of dialogue can be explained by
the absence of frames, theories and concepts to interpret
the dynamic world of international energy. Discussions
are dominated by the concerns of the current devel-
oped countries, not the opportunities and threats for the

emerging economies, which will drive demand, trigger
innovation and shape patterns of energy trade and
investment. Moreover, common frames of reference
that combine energy policy and climate policy are either
missing or considered only intermittently.

Thirdly, many international relations scholars and
professionals still inhabit a state-centric world. States
are considered primary actors wielding influence
through diplomatic channels or military interventions.
The world of energy is far more complex. States and
national oil companies vie with large private corpora-
tions, many smaller innovators, consumers/citizens,
local energy cooperatives and financial markets. A
state-centric worldview sees energy security as a zero-
sum game, resulting in inefficient use of resources
and missed opportunities in creating cooperative
frameworks for energy-related R&D, investment and
commercialisation.

Fourthly, many emerging threats to the energy sys-
tem have not been discussed much. These include: (i)
climate risks for energy infrastructure (water stress for
power plants, coastal flooding); (ii) cyber attacks on
increasingly integrated energy grids and systems; (iii)
risks of financial collapse for established and emerging
energy firms (fossil fuels and renewable energy); and
(iv) risks of restricted access to critical minerals essen-
tial for the manufacture and operation of new energy
technologies. 

Fifthly, lack of access to electricity or modern cook-
ing fuels for billions of people affects human health,
economic productivity and gender inequalities. Access
to affordable, reliable, sustainable modern energy serv-
ices for all (glaringly omitted from the Millennium
Development Goals) is now a prominent Sustainable
Development Goal. But this development dimension
is often missed in the din of big energy institutions,
infrastructure and investments.

India has to find its voice, articulate concerns, and
navigate the intersection of energy markets, energy
transitions, and energy diplomacy. It needs to conceive
new ideas for global energy governance. And it must
shepherd this conversation because few others will.

The writer is CEO, Council on Energy, Environment and
Water (http://ceew.in) and co-editor of The Palgrave
Handbook of the International Political Economy of
Energy (2016) Twitter: @GhoshArunabha; @CEEWIndia
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India must talk energy

QED: INDIA TESTS SOCIAL THEORY
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Artificial intelligence (AI) seems to be the new
technology buzzword. Hardly a day passes
without an article, research report or

announcement on the subject. Views on AI range
from fear for the human race itself to
unalloyed positivity that this tech-
nology is as big as the Industrial
Revolution itself in its potential to
transform productivity and the way
we work and live. After decades of
hype, AI-related technologies seem
to be on the verge of transforming
broad sectors of the global econo-
my. As AI penetrates into the enter-
prise-technology landscape, it has
become a controversial topic for
information technology (IT) servic-
es players. If machines can think and
reason, then why do we need peo-
ple? Not a trivial question given that
the top 10 listed IT services players employ more
than 2 million people and the industry has a revenue
pool of $900 billion. This is an even more important
question for the Indian IT services players. Already we
have seen a dramatic drop in hiring in India, with
annual numbers dropping from 400,000 at its peak
to about 100,000 today. These are high-paying jobs,
which are not easily replaced. For an industry which
has seen revenue growth drop from 15-20 per cent as
recently as four years ago to mid-single digits, as all
the major players have suffered in the transition to
digital, will the move towards AI-based solutions fur-
ther dampen growth and competitiveness? Will the
industry slow even further?

First what is AI? Put very simply, it seems to cover
five broad categories that mimic human capabilities.
1. Natural language processing (voice recognition), 2.
Machine vision, 3. Expertise (expert systems such as

IBM Watson), 4. Reasoning (prob-
lem-solving capabilities such as
Google AlphaGo), and 5. Planning
(virtual agents). 

Why now? After all, the term AI
was coined at a research conference
in Dartmouth in 1956. After many
false starts, the technology seems
real and implementable today. What
has changed? It really comes down
to two things: A change in technique
and a change in technology. We
moved to machine learning and
software that can learn and adapt
on its own. These learning tech-
niques need huge amounts of data

and computing power. Through the advancement
of Moore’s law, we now have the ability to gather,
process and compute petabytes of data in a cost-
effective manner. As computation and storage costs
fell, the new approaches to AI became commercial
and implementable.

AI is likely to impact IT services players in two
major areas — efficiency and growth.

Efficiency in the sense that all the major IT serv-
ices players will have to deploy AI to enable more effi-
cient running and management of both their own
and client IT infrastructure and resources. Already,
Accenture has talked about how a combination of
automation and AI has allowed them to replace

25,000 jobs. As an example, AI technologies are being
applied in RPA (Robotic Process Automation). Most
of the larger Indian companies have moved in this
direction already, with Tata Consultancy Services
having the Ignio platform and Infosys its own version
called Nia. AI used for internal efficiency will be the
next must have capability to compete in the IT serv-
ices landscape of the future, just as low-cost offshore
resources was the differentiator between success and
failure in the recent past. Without AI, you will not
have the cost base to compete.

As for growth, it is clear that there will be huge
business opportunities for those IT services players
who develop a deep understanding of AI, have the
relevant partnerships in place and have the ability to
hand-hold clients as they navigate the AI ecosys-
tem. Accenture has discussed AI being eventually a
$400-billion opportunity. This may be hyperbole,
but there is no doubt the opportunity is huge. In a
recent Gartner survey of CIO’s, 93 per cent said they
would use third-party help in deploying AI technol-
ogy. We will see new service lines built around AI, just
like we have seen for enterprise use of the cloud. It
opens up new business opportunities and new pools
of enterprise budgets to tap into.

The more one thinks about it the more AI and its
impact on IT services seems to be following the play-
book for digital. AI will accelerate the secular shift
towards high-end more skill-based services such as
consulting and custom development. It will reduce
the demand for more commoditised service lines,
more easily replaceable by machines. 

Success will be determined by consulting skills,
quality of board and CXO relationships and under-
standing of the technology and investments made in
building the AI partnership eco-system. Ability to
reskill your workforce and attract talent with high-
er order skills will be paramount.

It is commonly believed that the major Indian IT
services players have been late in capturing the dig-
ital wave. They have been caught as incumbents
normally are when the basis of competitive advan-
tage changes. As competitive advantage has moved
away from the ability to deploy low-cost human
resources towards an understanding of the new dig-
ital technologies and their business application, the
Indian players have been slow to adapt. AI seems to
be following the same template. The Indian compa-
nies will have to raise their investments, under-
standing and use of these new technologies, or risk
falling further behind. We are still very early in the
adoption of AI technologies; there is still time for the
Indians to catch up. However they need to dramat-
ically accelerate their investments in the space. They
should not hold themselves hostage to profitability
metrics imposed by investors. They may need to
invest upfront, only to reap the benefits later. They
need to attract a shareholder base which under-
stands and supports this.

The writer is with Amansa Capital
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