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EDITORIAL

A
n alliance forged out of immediate self-interest as

opposed to shared, long-term goals allows only

for �eeting moments of togetherness. The very

same high-risk political strategising that drove Bihar

Chief Minister Nitish Kumar into the arms of Rashtriya

Janata Dal chief Lalu Prasad is now forcing him to hur-

riedly disentangle from the tight embrace. Slowly, but

surely, Mr. Kumar is building pressure on Mr. Prasad’s

son, Tejaswi Yadav, to step down as Deputy Chief Minis-

ter following CBI searches that point to him being a be-

ne�ciary of political corruption. Mr. Kumar would like

two things: keep his government going with the help of

the RJD, and, at the same time, protect his own image as

a clean politician who will not compromise on the issue

of corruption. But with the RJD adamant that Mr. Yadav

will not quit as Minister, the Chief Minister might have

to make up his mind on taking another political gamble.

Mr. Kumar and his party, the Janata Dal (United), have

remained in power in Bihar for nearly 12 years, initially

in alliance with the BJP and later in alliance with the

RJD. During that time, some of his political gambles

have failed to pay o�, as in the 2014 Lok Sabha election,

when his decision to break the alliance with the BJP

worked to the latter’s advantage. The JD(U) leader cre-

ates his own space in Bihar, beyond a Kurmi caste-base

and on a distinct platform that views corruption and

communalism as twin evils that have to be fought one at

a time. At any point, one or the other is always a lesser

evil. Depending on whether the BJP or the RJD is his

primary rival, communalism or corruption becomes

his main focus. When Mr. Kumar broke away from the

BJP in 2014, he was trying to do a Naveen Patnaik, ditch

an ally and take over its political space. But unlike Mr.

Patnaik in 2009, Mr. Kumar failed miserably, yielding

substantial ground to the BJP in 2014. But if an appetite

for political risk that makes enemies of friends is his

weakness, a readiness to build new alliances with old

foes is his strength.

But there are limits to the room for political man-

oeuvre available for Mr. Kumar. While a tough stand

against the RJD on the issue of corruption might en-

hance his popularity, there is no certainty that he will

survive as Chief Minister. Once bitten, twice shy, the BJP

might not be all too keen to revive an alliance. A three-

way contest will work to the advantage of the BJP, and

the party would much rather look forward to a mid-

term Assembly election than serve as a crutch for the JD

(U). At present, there is little Mr. Kumar can do other

than to hope that the RJD would oblige him by agreeing

to the axing of Mr. Yadav. Mr. Kumar might risk leading

another political churning in Bihar, but that certainly is

not his �rst option in the current crisis. There is too

much at stake, but sadly for him the RJD knows he has

more to lose than gain by standing on principle.

The bind in Bihar
Nitish Kumar may �nd it hard to avoid 

a choice between power and principle

S
o far this year, 12,500 people have been infected

with the in�uenza A (H1N1) virus, of which 600

have died. According to o�cial data, Maharashtra

alone has registered 284 deaths, which by itself is much

more than the total mortality �gure of 265 in the coun-

try as a result of H1N1 in 2016. Even in the �rst three

months of 2017, the number of cases and deaths were

fairly high, at over 6,000 and 160, respectively. Maha-

rashtra could have recorded the highest number of

cases and deaths caused by the H1N1 virus because of

better awareness and and a relatively more robust sur-

veillance system. But there is every possibility of a spike

in the number of cases in the coming months with

cooler temperatures setting in and winter still months

away. Though the incidence of H1N1 is likely to be less

than in 2015, when the death toll was about 3,000, the

steady toll being taken by “swine �u” is a big cause for

concern. The whole genome sequencing carried out at

Pune’s National Institute of Virology has con�rmed that

the virus has not undergone any signi�cant mutation to

make it more virulent. The virus has undergone point

mutations, which is normal and re�ects its evolution,

but this has no correlation with virulence whatsoever.

For instance, the California strain had been circulating

around the world since the 2009 H1N1 pandemic. But as

a result of point mutations, a new strain — the Michigan

strain — emerged last year. India witnessed the circula-

tion of both the California and Michigan strains in 2016.

This year, surveillance revealed that the H1N1 virus

found in India is only the Michigan strain.

As in the case of the California strain, the Michigan

strain too is susceptible to the drug Oseltamivir. In or-

der to make the drug widely available and easily access-

ible so that treatment can be started early, the drug was

moved from Schedule X to Schedule H1 last month.

Timely diagnosis and easy and wide availability of the

drug are expected to reduce mortality. It could also po-

tentially increase the risk of drug resistance setting in

earlier. There are 42 laboratories providing diagnostic

services across the country, and there is a compelling

need to increase this number. The primary reason is

that any delay in receiving results from reference labor-

atories combined with ready availability of the drug in

more pharmacies will result in more prescriptions be-

ing handed out even in the absence of a con�rmed

laboratory diagnosis. Since the 2009 pandemic, H1N1

has become a seasonal �u virus strain in India even dur-

ing the peak of summer. The only way, then, to reduce

the number of cases and deaths is by framing a national

policy for in�uenza immunisation. The �rst step in that

direction is to have qualitative and quantitative data on

the vulnerable population. Meanwhile, vaccinating

health-care workers who come in contact with high-

risk patients should be a priority.

H1N1 returns
The government must urgently frame

a national policy for in�uenza immunisation

K
arnataka Chief Minister Sid-
daramaiah’s resolve to look
into the legality of having a

�ag for the State has elicited enthu-
siasm as well as disbelief (including
the utterly boring charges of it be-
ing “anti-national” and “sedi-
tious”). At bottom, the discussion
is really about the cultural freedom
of State-regions within India’s fed-
erated polity. 

The passions on this matter have
been building up in recent weeks.
For instance, the protests against
the use of Hindi signage in Ban-
galore’s Metro last month. And,
more recently, the incredulity to-
wards the complaint that A.R. Rah-
man should have performed more
songs in Hindi at a concert in Lon-
don. 

A longer timeline
Kannada writer B.M. Srikantaiah’s
poem, Kannadada Bavuta (The
Kannada Flag/Banner, 1938), is
perhaps the earliest summoning of
the idea of a Kannada �ag. Most re-
membered for his innovative trans-
lation of over sixty English poems
into Kannada in 1926, Srikantaiah’s
idea of a �ag aspired for the uni�ca-
tion of the Kannada-speaking
areas, which were found across the
states of Mysore and Hyderabad,
the Bombay and Madras Presiden-
cies and Coorg. 

Securing the future of Kannada
in the face of the scholarly domin-
ance of Sanskrit and the linguistic

prestige of English was another of
its aspirations.

Ma. Ramamurthy, the secretary
of Karnataka Samyukta Ranga
(Karnataka United Front), a group
founded in 1966 to unite the vari-
ous Kannada organisations in the
State, felt a �ag was necessary to
symbolise its activist aspirations
and mobilise Kannada speakers.
Following several deliberations
with Kannada groups, he designed
a rectangular �ag split into two ho-
rizontal halves coloured light yel-
low at the top and red at the bot-
tom. The yellow connoted peace
and friendship and symbolised the
State as a land of gold, and the red a
�ghting spirit. It is possible that the
red and black-coloured Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK) �ag
served as the model for this two-
colour scheme. 

The Kannada-Tamil rivalry seen
in Bangalore in the initial years
after Independence needs careful
study. Su�ce it to note here that
the Kannada activists appear to
have been worked up by the per-
ceived linguistic assertiveness of

the newer, DMK-inspired Tamil mi-
grants in Bangalore than the older
Tamil settlers. 

Ramamurthy picked his �ag as
the party symbol of Kannada Pak-
sha, a political party that he foun-
ded in 1966. His party wound down
after his death in a farm accident
the following year. His �ag has
come to be freely used by Kannada
activists ever since. 

A symbolic presence
The proliferation of Kannada activ-
ist groups — ranging from organisa-
tions with a Statewide presence to
street-corner and neighbourhood
out�ts — over the last two decades
has given the yellow-red colour
scheme a wide symbolic presence
in the State: �ags, the posters and
maps of Karnataka, the walls of
government o�ces and schools,
�agpoles, stickers on buses, cars
and autorickshaws, �lm songs, TV
channel logos. Whether granted of-
�cial status or not, the Kannada
�ag is likely to endure. 

In activist discussions, Kannada
identity has rarely been seen out-

side the framework of a federated
India. To take a famous instance:
the �rst line of Kuvempu’s 1928
poem, Jaya He Karnataka Maate,
which o�cially became the State
song (nada-geethe) in 2004, de-
clares Karnataka as the daughter of
Mother India. The anger about the
imposition of Hindi makes sense
only within this prior idea of
Karnataka’s relation to India. 

While Kannada activists have
been wary of the Centre’s e�orts to
“promote” Hindi all along, the re-
cent pro-Hindi moves of the Cent-
ral government in particular have
deepened linguistic anxieties
among them (and indeed among
many other non-Hindi-language
speakers). The External A�airs
Ministry’s decision that Indian
passports will record details in
Hindi alongside English and the
Personnel Ministry’s desire that
the use of colloquial Hindi in
“routine conversations in govern-
ment o�ces” goes up continue to
o�er a privileged status for Hindi. 

The Central government of
course is not the only culprit in in-
juring linguistic democracy in In-
dia. Prevailing cultural prejudices
matter too. The remarks of an ex-
Rajya Sabha MP and former editor
of the RSS’s Hindi weekly, Panch-
janya, denying that the attacks on
African students could be racist are
illustrative: “If we were racist, why
would we have all the entire
south… Tamil, Kerala, Karnataka
and Andhra… why do we live with
them? We have black people
around us.” Besides presuming
that north India was all of India, his
remarks o�ered a dark glimpse of
how south Indians might be seen in
parts of north India. The issue is
clearly more than language. 

Perceptions that the new “north

Indian” settlers in the State are in-
di�erent to learning Kannada and
insist that the others speak in Hindi
also underlay the recent protests
against the use of Hindi signs in the
Bangalore Metro. 

Linguistic coexistence
The need for a public discussion of
the ethics of linguistic coexistence
was never more urgent than now.
At a time of large movements of In-
dians across the country, relations
between linguistic communities
cannot be expected to get sorted
out somehow.

Kannada writers have long ar-
gued that migrants from Karnataka
ought to learn the language of the
State they move to and migrants
from outside the State needed to
do similarly when they moved
here. An imagination of linguistic
fairness within a federal polity is
here. An imagination of sacri�ce is
here as well since Indians are to
commit to learning the language of
the region they settle in, as a ges-
ture of respect for that language as
well as a regard for its future well-
being. This ethical frame, which
shows that settling amidst new
communities is a moral gesture,
does not ask that the migrants
abandon their languages or not
work for their nourishment. 

Be it �ags, or any other symbol,
the non-Hindi-speaking regions of
India will come up with creative
ways of �ghting for their cultural
freedom. Being sensitive towards
their concerns is a precious obliga-
tion of a federal polity. Really, the
sick project of making India a Hindi
nation needs a fast burial.

Chandan Gowda teaches at Azim Premji
University, Bengaluru

The Kannada �ag, et cetera
The non-Hindi-speaking regions are coming up with creative ways of �ghting for their cultural freedom

chandan gowda
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N
egotiators for the proposed
Regional Comprehensive
Economic Partnership

(RCEP) treaty between ASEAN
countries, China, India, Japan,
South Korea, Australia and New
Zealand are currently meeting in
Hyderabad. E-commerce will be a
key focus. 

A misnomer
While there are many contentious
issues involved in the RCEP, coun-
tries at least know what they are
negotiating about and their likely
implications. However, it is not the
case with e-commerce issues. In
fact, e-commerce is a misnomer
here. What is under discussion is
placing great limitations on digital
policymaking by any country in
the name of promoting e-com-
merce. Few understand the real
nature of the digital issues involved
and the relevant policy require-
ments of the present and the fu-
ture. In these circumstances, a
blank cheque could possibly be
made out to global digital corpora-
tions and the countries backing
them. 

Let’s consider the issue of the
free global �ow of data — some-
thing wrongly presented as being
the same as the free �ow of inform-
ation. While data that underpins

global media, or personal/social
communication networks is one
thing, data that today is increas-
ingly basic to banking, retailing,
the defence forces, public services,
health and education services and
so on is an entirely di�erent matter. 

There is no one thing called
“data” that countries could agree
to let �ow freely across borders.
What we have instead are digital-
ised versions of banking, retail,
public services, health services
and so on. If something can be
meaningfully negotiated at global
trade talks, it is such digital ser-
vices — each of which has di�erent
dynamics and implications and
needs di�erent treatment. But it
may be too early to understand the
real nature of these emergent digit-
alised services — which will eventu-
ally be their mainstream form. It
was just yesterday that the techno-
logy wave of arti�cial intelligence
(AI) — that may economically be
even more transformational than
the Internet as we know it — struck
us.

Free �ow of intelligence
Therefore, there is no single thing
as “data” or its global �ows to nego-
tiate about. Instead, there are dif-
ferent kinds of digital services. Fur-
ther, almost all such services are in
their infancy whereby there is
scant understanding about them.
It is hardly an appropriate time for
countries to make trade bargains
and policy curtailment promises
around them. 

Instead of seeing it as a global
�ow of data — a phrase with a delib-
erate and positive ring about it —

one must see it as a global �ow of
intelligence. The raw resource of
data is useful only when turned
into digital intelligence. Let’s then
try to understand what is meant by
an unhindered global �ow of di-
gital intelligence. 

First, digital intelligence is going
to be by far the single most import-
ant economic resource. Whoever
has it controls everything. Accen-
ture recently named AI as a new
factor of production, along with
capital and labour. 

Second, digital intelligence
tends to concentrate strongly
around a few poles or centres. That
is the very nature of intelligence,
where two and two is more than
twenty-two. 

This results in every sector get-
ting organised around a very few
centres of sectoral digital intelli-
gence. Uber has worldwide intelli-
gence about urban transport;
Monsanto is working on a global
agriculture networking and intelli-
gence platform; for General Elec-
tric, it’s “the operating system for
industrial Internet”; Baidu, the
Chinese Google, is developing the
“android of transportation” in
partnership with Ford, Daimler,

Microsoft and others. In short,
global consolidation is taking place
in every sector.

A prominent Chinese business-
man recently observed that coun-
tries “will be forced to negotiate
with whichever country supplies
most of their A.I. software — China
or the United States — to essentially
become that country’s economic
dependent, taking in welfare sub-
sidies in exchange for letting the
“parent” nation’s A.I. companies
continue to pro�t from the de-
pendent country’s users. Such eco-
nomic arrangements would re-
shape today’s geopolitical
alliances.”

Digital industrialisation 
India is still stuck in the IT realities
of yesterday. It remains in denial
about the major transformations in
the sector that are taking place
along with unprecedented job
losses. No doubt there is still a lot of
software code to be written and IT
to be pulled together, and India re-
tains some key advantages in core
IT areas. But the issues of e-com-
merce or digital trade are much lar-
ger. We face a very new reality
today as we stand on the threshold
of a digital society, where every
major economic and social activity
will be underpinned by digital in-
telligence. 

The main questions for India to
consider are these. How much di-
gital intelligence is �owing into In-
dia and how much outwards? Is
this trend going to change any time
soon? Are there strategies in place
to change this trend? 

India must consider a digital in-

dustrialisation strategy that en-
sures that the immense value
arising from digitally-induced e�-
ciencies in every sector is retained
within India and not allowed to
�ow out uninhibitedly. If it allows
such out�ows, it will soon �nd it-
self on the wrong side of digital col-
onisation. It must put its digital
house in order before thinking of
getting a part of the global digital
pie, as China did. Domestic digital
strengths should �rst be developed
on the back of its big domestic mar-
ket. This requires an independent
digital policy, including protec-
tions for India’s incipient digital in-
dustry. This will not only ensure
that our economy and society are
not controlled from outside but
also protect existing jobs and cre-
ate many more new ones. 

India has just begun some good
policy work for a data economy
and society, with its “Digital India”
policies, and development of “di-
gital public goods” like the In-
diaStack of basic digital platforms
and infrastructural data systems
that are open to all. These can be
very helpful in developing a local
digital industry. However, such ef-
forts can get nulli�ed if India suc-
cumbs to global digital trade
paradigms and rules developed by
countries that back predatory
global digital business, by accept-
ing the “free global �ow of data”
and sacri�cing its digital policy-
making powers and sovereignty.

Parminder Jeet Singh is with the
Bengaluru-based NGO, IT for Change. The
views expressed are personal. E-mail:
parminder.js@itforchange.net

Digital trade games 
India must not succumb to global digital trade paradigms and rules that back predatory business

Parminder Jeet Singh
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The results and after
The presidential election
has again exposed major
chinks in the armour of a
“uni�ed Opposition”,
assuming that there is one.
If JD(U) president and Bihar
Chief Minister Nitish
Kumar’s support for the
NDA’s candidate was a
setback, the cross-voting is a
major embarrassment. It’s
surprising that three years
after the 2014 debacle, the
Opposition has still not
recovered. Except for the
occasional rhetoric on
secularism, they are yet to
devise a common strategy
or an agenda for 2019. If the
Opposition’s plan is to face
the next Lok Sabha election
with just an anti-BJP
strategy, it is destined to be
doomed. 
Bipin Thaivalappil,

Mathil, Kannur, Kerala

■ Ram Nath Kovind’s victory
was a foregone conclusion
but it is a pity that the low-
pro�le lawyer has been
referred to as the “second
Dalit President of India”.
Least importance has been
given for his contribution to

the nation as a successful
lawyer, service in Rajya
Sabha, being a member of
various parliamentary
committees and his passion
for better education for
rural children. If the caste
tag is attached even to the
�rst citizen, one wonders
how the oft-repeated slogan
of a casteless society will be
a reality in India.
Kshirasagara Balaji Rao,

Hyderabad

■ It is a �ne gesture that the
Prime Minister, after
congratulating the
President-elect, has also
praised the Opposition
candidate, Meira Kumar, for
her campaign which was in
the “spirit of democratic
ethos and values which we
are all very proud of ”.
However, it was a surprise
to see Mr. Modi o�ering
sweets to Mr. Kovind who
will be the head of state.
Politicians have to keep a
respectable distance from
the President. 
Tharcius S. Fernando,

Chennai

■ There is nothing, either in

the election or the person
elected, to go to town about.
And there is no speci�c
merit in Mr. Kovind’s past
obscurity. In all likelihood,
he may turn out to be a
quiet yes-man for the
government. The
government needs to be
taken head-on as far as a
number of issues are
concerned — the attacks on
Dalits and minorities is one
area where there has been a
silence. In fact, Pranab
Mukherjee should have
done it a long time ago and
has clearly failed to express
support for the oppressed.
There is also no need for
sections of the media to
keep harping on cross-
voting from the Opposition
side. One can never know
how it happened. The
nation is certainly facing
turmoil and the new
President has to intervene
decisively at some point in
time. He will be watched. 
M. Balakrishnan,

Bengaluru

A wilting of languages 
As a carrier of our cultural
memory, language is a

precious heritage. The
diversity of languages and
dialects across the world is
symptomatic of the
multiplicity of the systems
of traditional knowledge
systems which have entered
the web of multiple
modernities resisting
monolithic cultural
imposition. Globalisation,
unfortunately, has
unleashed forces that tend
to suppress minority voices
and their languages. G.N.
Devy rightly underlines the
gradual extinction of
languages of small
communities, especially of
Adivasis, whose language
citizenship is under
relentless assault (“Gain in
translation”, July 21). 
But it is not only due to the
state’s apathy to languages.
The social acceptability
given to languages with a
pan-Indian appeal such as
English and Hindi at the
cost of regional languages
by the communities
themselves is equally to
blame. According to
UNESCO, even languages
such as Garhwali and
Kumaoni in Uttarakhand

are in the category of
endangered languages.
City-born Paharis deem it
below their dignity to
converse in their mother
tongue. A folk singer,
Narendra Singh Negi of
Garhwal, takes a dig at such
people in a popular song,
“Pahari, Pahari mat bolo
mein Dehradun wala hun
(do not repeatedly refer to
me as a Pahari. I am one
who lives in Dehradun”). 
Satish C. Aikant,

Mussoorie, Uttarakhand

Merger ‘plan’
The decision of the present
government to create giant
entities to face competition
e�ectively o�ers super�cial
substantiation. The Oil and
Natural Gas Company is
already weak (Editorial –
“Bigger, better?” July 21).
The move to merge public
sector entities to create
larger entities is only to

ensure that the public
sector is wiped out soon. It
also supports this
government’s election
promise of ‘minimum
government, maximum
governance’. The
Nehruvian policy was to
create a number of public
sector companies to ensure
growth in a state of what is
called in economics as
‘Perfect Competition’. Now
the policy appears to be to
merge all such companies
and make it easy for a
sellout or closure. 
One sees this in the �eld of
general insurance too.
Having opened the
�oodgates to private
operators, there is now a
plan to merge the four giant
entities “to face competition
e�ectively”. 
A.G. Rajmohan,

Anantapur, Andhra Pradesh
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corrections & clarifications: 

The Life page story, “Major solar �are detected in dwarf star
close to sun” ( July 21, 2017) has talked about a solar �are at three
places — twice in the text and once in the headline. It should have
been �are — not solar �are.
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Of late, he was behaving rather
strangely. His eyes glittered and were
not focussed. The once healthy teen-
ager looked gaunt and had a haunted air
about him. Senthil’s friends and class-
mates too noticed the change but they
took it for some temporary health issue.
Srivani (name changed), his mother, re-
peatedly questioned him but Senthil
would shrug it off with a “Leave me
alone mom, I am great. Nothing to get
worked up about.”

A noted television artiste, Srivani was
well-connected. She approached one of
the best physicians in the city. “His eyes
are just not normal. They are always
wide open. His pupils are dilated,” she
told the doctor. After a battery of tests,
the doctor pronounced his verdict:
Looks like he is on drugs; don’t shout at
him but find out what drug he has been
consuming.

For a few seconds, Srivani didn’t
know how to react to this revelation
about her only child. The busy mother
was used to her teenager’s cheerful de-
meanour. A bright student, he kept to
himself. 

As she connected the dots, her son’s
dilated pupils, strange gazes, evasive
replies and changes in behaviour, she
realised that the doctor’s diagnosis was
probably right. Senthil was on LSD (lys-
ergic acid diethylamide), a potent psy-
chedelic drug.

Within 10 days of treatment and
counselling, the teenager showed signs
of improvement. Around the time Sen-
thil’s parents thought they had managed
to wean off their son from the drug’s
clutches without close relatives getting
wind of it, they realised they weren’t the
only ones confronting such a situation.
Telangana Prohibition and Excise (P&E)
Department officials announced on July
5 that close to 200 schoolchildren were
among the customers of three drug ped-
dlers they had arrested a couple of days
ago.

All these youngsters were purchasing
LSD blots from the arrested trio directly
or through their peers, the officials di-
vulged. “Students of 26 reputed schools
got sucked into the quagmire of drugs,”
says Akun Sabharwal, Director (Enforce-
ment), P&E, Hyderabad.

How the trap was laid
Telugu film industry notables, employ-
ees of blue-chip IT companies, people
frequenting star hotels and students of
19 colleges too were among the nearly
1,200 customers of the gang busted on
July 3. What disturbed Hyderabadis and
law enforcement agencies the most was
the involvement of schoolchildren in
this murky net.

The secret P&E operation began
when a young officer approached
Sabharwal with a tip-off. Children from

some of the elite schools were using
drugs. “Let us catch the drug suppliers
instead of drug users,” was the young of-
ficer’s request. They needed some stu-
dents to reach peddlers. So five recently
recruited young constables — including
a woman — posed as students.

Wearing fashionable clothes and
flashing snazzy smartphones, the quin-
tet started visiting popular hang-outs
such as hookah parlours, bars, pubs
and restaurants in the city. They had in-
formation that the drug suppliers would
turn up there. The undercover con-
stables then came in contact with an

event manager. They finally managed to
get hold of the peddlers’ mobile num-
bers. For the next 21 days, they did
everything to lead the peddlers to be-
lieve that they were genuinely inter-
ested in drugs — even as another team
in the P&E office began analysing call
patterns and tracking their movements.
WhatsApp messages with codes were
sent; they had to spend at least ₹50,000
to purchase drugs.

Finally on July 2, raids were conduc-
ted in three places. Calvin Mascarenhas
and two siblings, Md. Abdul Quddos
and Md. Abdul Waheb, were taken for
interrogation. Quddos was a mid-level
employee in an international bank; Wa-
heb had finished college and used to do
odd jobs to get by. But it was Calvin who
was the big catch and it was through
him that subsequent arrests were made.
Seven hundred LSD-laced blotter pa-
pers and 35 grams of methylenedioxy-
methamphetamine (MDMA) — also
known as Ecstasy — were seized from
them.

Calvin’s name had first cropped up in
the police registers back in 2013 when
he spent three months in jail for posses-
sion and sale of ganja (cannabis). Ini-
tially, he refused to part with any de-
tails. Then he muttered something
about his ‘high connections’. Sabharwal
was not impressed. But even he was un-
prepared for what followed. As Calvin
started singing during sustained inter-
rogation, the first big name to tumble
out was of a Telugu film director known

for his blockbuster action movies.
One of the clients’ WhatsApp mes-

sages to Calvin read: “Uncle, last time
the drug gave me real high. Can I have
one more.” Unless a minor, why would a
person refer to 29-year-old Calvin as
uncle? The investigators discovered the
disturbing fact that it was a schoolgirl
who had sent the message.

“Interrogation of the other two ac-
cused and analysis of their mobile
phone contacts and WhatsApp mes-
sages confirmed that close to 200
schoolchildren were procuring LSD
blots from the trio,” Sabharwal says.

Parenting today’s teens
Srivani’s story was the story of parents
of most schoolchildren caught in the
dragnet — people from modest back-
grounds who worked their way up and
could now afford to send their children
to ‘world-class’ schools. She herself
grew up in a lower-middle-class locality
of Secunderabad; she and her husband,
a businessman, now live in upscale
Gachibowli, the new IT hub of Hydera-
bad. They admitted Senthil to one of the
city’s reputed schools.

Even the so-called “professional” en-
gineering or medical colleges cannot
compete with this school’s infrastruc-
ture. It has air-conditioned classrooms
even for kindergarten kids. A good num-
ber of the children come in chauffer-
driven high-end cars. There are
branded blazers and dress codes for dif-
ferent occasions on school campus. The
fee is out of reach for most middle-class
families let alone the poor — around ₹2
lakh a year for a Class I student.

Life for the kids here is lavish and
king-size. Birthdays are an occasion to
display their status. From the venue to
food items served during the party,
everything is five-star. 

“For a teenager whose parents throw
a party at a seven-star hotel for his
birthday, it doesn’t matter paying
₹3,000-₹3,500 for a single blot of LSD,”
says an investigator.

Keeping in mind their future and the
schools’ prestige, the police handled the
cases in secrecy in consultation with
parents. “Call it the arrogance of
wealth, changing culture, imitating
adults or what you will,” a police officer
working on special tasks says by way of
explanation for this shocking discovery.

From experiment to addiction
The interrogation revealed that there is
no uniform modus operandi the drug
peddlers adopt to reach out to minors
or schoolchildren. All they need is just
one person who can spread the word or
convince his or her peers that there is a
unique ‘medicine’ that gives a greater
‘high’ than liquor.

Daivik, a Class XII student, has

everything boys of his age desire. He
gets birthday gifts of his choice from his
father, who heads a key State govern-
ment department, and his mother, a
doctor. All this makes for an idyll, but
the reality is much starker — Daivik’s
parents have a broken relationship.
When a friend suggested that one blot
of LSD would transport him to a differ-
ent world, he grabbed the opportunity.
And what started as an attempt at liber-
ation from depression ended up becom-
ing a dangerous habit for Daivik. “What
kind of a situation have you landed me
in,” his doctor-mother cried when in-
vestigators met her after learning of his
LSD use.

There are incidents of the not-so-rich
falling into the drug trap but they are
very few. A girl, all of 13 years, had
clicked and sent her semi-nude picture
to Calvin. Her request: to upload the
picture on a website in exchange for
money to procure drugs. “Apparently,
she wanted to make money with her
private pictures only to pay them for the
drugs,” says an investigator.

Sainik was provoked many a time by
his classmates to smoke a cigarette. One
of them even had a bet that Sainik was
not macho enough to do it. The Class XI
student started smoking secretly, tried
weed next and couldn’t refuse when an
LSD blot came his way.

For many of the schoolchildren,
home was the safest place to experi-
ment with LSD. “Sleepover is the ruse
school students deploy,” says Sabhar-
wal. A student invites one or more of his
friends to stay at his home for the night
in the guise of studying for examina-
tions or spending time together on the

weekend. Parents never know what
their children are doing once they get
inside their bedrooms and shut the
door. Even girls have their version of
sleepovers christened ‘pajama party’,
says an investigator who spoke to the
minors caught consuming LSD.

Money was never a problem for most
of these schoolgoing children. Son of a
noted doctor, Class XII student Nat-
wardhan wants to follow in his father’s
footsteps professionally. He attends
classes at a premier institute in Banjara
Hills in a bid to secure admission in the
degree course of an American college.
Calvin revealed during interrogation
that Natwardhan used to order LSD
blots online through the Dark Web —
networks that use encryption and spe-
cific softwares to protect online activity

from being tracked — to contact some
websites and get ‘medicines’
home-delivered.

For law enforcement agencies in the
State who had believed all along that
narcotics are smuggled into Hyderabad
physically, this was news.

Four boys and the Web
Investigators also stumbled upon four
friends, all Class XII students at a presti-
gious school in the city. One of them
learnt about securing LSD online after
watching his elder brother’s friend do-
ing so. He tried his hand at it and re-
ceived the LSD in a sealed cover at
home. He used the drug four times and
proceeded to share his online experi-
ence with the three other friends, who
too emerged ‘successful’ in their online
quest. The parents of the students are a
top bureaucrat, a doctor and two
senior-level managers of a private com-
pany building airports in India and
elsewhere.

Fortunately, everything is not yet lost
for the quartet and the 200-odd school-
children at large. The government took
a decision not to register cases against
drug users, especially the minors. More
importantly, those frequently using LSD
don’t become completely physically de-
pendent on it. It is not like cocaine ad-
diction, which requires treatment at a
rehabilitation centre. If the drug user is
counselled and mentally firm not to use
it anymore, things can return to nor-
malcy soon, say experts.

The biggest challenge is for the law
enforcement agencies. When the first
module of a trio supplying drugs was
busted, they thought it was just a
routine gang. Sustained efforts of P&E
sleuths — whose core function is not
curbing drugs — resulted in the arrest of
10 more persons, confirming that drugs
supply in the capital was rampant.
Noted director Puri Jagannadh, known
for his action movies, was quizzed for
nearly eight hours by P&E officials after
his name was apparently mentioned by
one of the accused. Samples of his
blood, hair and nails were collected by
officials. Cinematographer Shyam K.
Naidu too was interrogated. Actress Mu-
maith Khan is also going to be ques-
tioned by them. The list is by no means
complete.

There are no common threads to the
narrative. While easy availability of cash
may have helped the kids secure drugs,
it is still unclear what propelled them to
jump over to the dark side. The ques-
tion staring at law enforcement officers
now is the monitoring of drugs pur-
chased on the Web. The next narcotics
battle is online.

Names of the students have been changed to
protect their identity.

Hyderabad’s LSD blues 
Most of them go to wealthy private schools and come from a very privileged background. What prompted these students to �irt with LSD?

Marri Ramu reports on the drug trail that has shocked the Telangana capital

<> “Sleepover is the ruse school

students deploy.” 

Akun Sabharwal,

Director (Enforcement), Telangana Prohibition and Excise
(P&E), Hyderabad
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