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N
itish Kumar’s impending split from the Ma-

hagathbandhan, or Grand Alliance, in Bihar had

been the subject of speculation for months so

that when it came, the only surprise was the swiftness

and �nality of the separation from Lalu Prasad’s

Rashtriya Janata Dal — and of his embrace of the Bhar-

atiya Janata Party. The sequence of events suggests that

Mr. Kumar had secured the new alliance and his con-

tinuation as Chief Minister before he resigned. This is

why the pro�ered reason for his resignation — the alleg-

ations of corruption against his Deputy Chief Minister

and Mr. Prasad’s son, Tejashwi Yadav — lacked convic-

tion. Mr. Kumar’s record of shifting fast and loose

between allies is a story of political expediency and it is

not entirely clear what political compulsion or personal

ambition the latest move was born of. If it was naïve to

believe that in 2013 he led the Janata Dal (United) away

from the BJP, with which he led a coalition government

in Bihar, because of a sudden aversion to prime minis-

terial candidate Narendra Modi and communalism,

then it is just as ingenuous to think that his recent move

is a result of a principled �ght against corruption.

Surely, Mr. Kumar knew he had teamed up with a party

led by a man convicted for corruption in the fodder

scam when he joined hands with Mr. Prasad to �ght the

2015 Bihar Assembly election? The record shows that

Mr. Kumar’s rallying cry changes depending on which

political party he chooses to be up against.

As Mr. Kumar inched closer to the BJP, praising de-

monetisation, supporting its presidential candidate

and even colouring a lotus at a public function, the war

on corruption became his overriding theme once

again. While it is likely he will steer the JD(U) on this

political realignment in the days to come, a question

mark remains on how long the new arrangement will

last. In the BJP’s take-no-prisoners project to expand its

electoral footprint, a multi-cornered contest in Bihar,

on the lines of the last Lok Sabha election, could be the

best-case scenario for the party in 2019. Will it have any

use for the JD(U) then? As for Mr. Kumar, he has since

2005 built a constituency made up of vulnerable sub-

sections of the electorate: women and the more back-

ward among the Other Backward Classes, Dalits (Ma-

hadalits), and Muslims (Pasmanda Muslims). These are

voters he has sought to tie in to the development narrat-

ive with his various allies and forge winning coalitions.

Whether this tactic has run its course will be known at

the next election, mid-term or otherwise. The gains to

the JD(U) from the patch-up are not immediately evid-

ent, if indeed Mr. Kumar sees something more durable

than a settling of scores with Mr. Prasad. What is

without doubt is that opposition unity has su�ered a

setback. The Mahagathbandhan was perceived as the

template for taking on the BJP nationally — what’s more,

there were many people who hoped, and once again

naïvely, that Mr. Kumar would be at the heart of it.

The shift in Bihar
As Nitish Kumar switches allies, 

the BJP appears to be the only winner

D
uring the past week, it became evident that U.S.

President Donald Trump takes a dim view of his

Attorney General, Je� Sessions, a man whose ap-

pointment to that key role he fought resolutely for in

the face of serious objections. This is not a clash of egos,

but another instance of Mr. Trump’s disdain for consti-

tutional propriety regarding con�icts of interest and

the murky issue of Russia’s in�uence on the 2016 pres-

idential election. The current episode dates back four

months, to when Mr. Sessions recused himself from the

FBI’s inquiry into whether Moscow had interfered in

the election. Although Mr. Trump at the time dismissed

the notion that such action was called for, Mr. Sessions’s

recusal was consistent with settled norms and with his

own reassurances on Capitol Hill that he would con-

sider being removed from any process where he

thought his “impartiality might reasonably be ques-

tioned”. The President’s anger at the FBI investigation

then swelled, leading to the abrupt �ring of the Bur-

eau’s Director James Comey in May. Mr. Comey had pre-

viously told the House of Representatives’ Intelligence

Committee that the FBI was investigating whether the

Trump campaign coordinated with Russia during the

election. Since July 24, Mr. Trump has stepped up his

public attacks on Mr. Sessions, describing the recusal as

“very unfair”, and suggesting that Mr. Sessions showed

bias in favour of Democratic election rival Hillary Clin-

ton by not probing her emails as he should have.

Observers are not surprised that Mr. Trump, a man of

his own making, has shown himself to be comfortable

with a casual approach toward con�icts of interest. Yet

what they may not have anticipated is the extent to

which his desire to protect the personal interests of his

family and the business interests of the Trump Organiz-

ation could eventually lead to a chasm between the

White House and the Republican Party. After all, many

among the party’s traditional conservatives believe

�rmly in the established traditions of checks and bal-

ances within the government system and would view

the suspected Russian meddling through the lens of

�erce patriotism. The clearest indication that trust is

fraying between the Oval O�ce and Capitol Hill is the

fact that Representatives this week passed a tough sanc-

tions bill with proposed measures targeting Moscow, by

an overwhelming 419-3 vote. This would hamper Mr.

Trump’s strategy of extending the hand of friendship to

Vladimir Putin. Mr. Trump can ill a�ord such a trust de-

�cit, especially when his own o�cials appear to be un-

certain over their boss plans. This would apply, for in-

stance, to Defence Secretary James Mattis, who was on

vacation when Mr. Trump unexpectedly announced a

ban on transgender persons in the military.

A crisis of trust
Trump’s actions are driving a wedge between

his White House and the Republican Party 

T
he o�ce of Pakistan’s Prime
Minister is subject to pulls
and pressures far in excess of

those in other democracies. But
even by these standards, Nawaz
Sharif is under inordinate stress.
He is facing a court case and a
scathing media trial. 

A three-member Bench of the
Supreme Court is yet to give a �nal
verdict regarding his disquali�ca-
tion. The decision will be based on
the report by a Joint Investigation
Team ( JIT) established by the or-
ders of the court to investigate Mr.
Sharif and his family’s assets after
the leak of the Panama Papers re-
lated to holdings in o�shore com-
panies. 

The question now is whether
the Chief Justice will give a verdict
based on the decision of the three
judges or call for a larger Bench.
The judiciary might like to get the
decision popularly accepted by
calling for a larger Bench. It is not
as if all onlookers are convinced
about the judges or the JIT being
bipartisan.

Odds stacked against PM
It is a fact that corruption investiga-
tions are not easy, especially when
the country’s main anti-corruption
institutions, the National Account-
ability Bureau (NAB) and the Fed-
eral Investigation Agency (FIA),
lack forensic investigation expert-
ise. Even in the case of some of the
Sharifs’ assets, the JIT hired the ser-
vices of a foreign company. Not-
withstanding such lacunae, the
highest court was willing to open

up a Pandora’s box of investigating
“a constant murmur nationally as
well internationally about re-
spondent No. 1 (Nawaz Sharif ) in-
dulging in corruption, corrupt
practices and money laundering”.
If proven guilty, Mr. Sharif cannot
hold o�ce as per Article 62 (1) (f ) of
the 1973 Constitution as he would
be declared as not being sadiq
(truthful) and ameen (honest).
Even if the judges feel uncomfort-
able using the JIT report as the
basis of their decision, the axe
could still fall on Mr. Sharif on the
basis of him o�ciating as a director
in a company registered in the UAE
while he was heading the govern-
ment. 

There are today very few people
betting on Mr. Sharif completing
his term, which if he does, he’d be
the �rst Prime Minister to do. But
as far as the popular narrative in
the country goes, Mr. Sharif is
already gone. The working of the
state bureaucracy has already
slowed down in anticipation of
some transition. 

There are even rumours of Mr.
Sharif ’s current Interior Minister,
Chaudhry Nisar, being favoured by
both the Establishment and the
rival Pakistan Tehreek-e-Insaf
party as one of the candidates to
replace him while the Pakistan
Muslim League (Nawaz) govern-
ment is allowed to complete the
term. 

In any case, there will be no
hurry to hold the next elections
due to the need for a new delimita-
tion of constituencies based on the
recently held census — senior
judges believe the delimitation
should take place. Meanwhile, Mr.
Sharif ’s future role in politics will
be determined by how far the court
proceedings drag and how it turns
out personally and politically for
him in the months and years to
come. What is certain is that Mr.

Sharif is not inclined to resign, as
was expected of him, but, if it
comes to that, to go down as a polit-
ical martyr — a man politically vic-
timised by non-parliamentary in-
stitutions of the country.

The media campaign aims to
make him bleed politically and in-
crease his losses the longer he
stays. Interestingly, there are
serving state o�cials in numerous
WhatsApp groups who are gently
directing conversations in a certain
direction, or watching while their
partners do the same. It is not that
lack of accountability is not a huge
problem in Pakistan but that ac-
countability has always been used
as a political tool to punish rivals.
Hence, ordinary people forgave Dr.
A.Q. Khan, the architect of
Pakistan’s nuclear programme,
and accept him as a hero despite
his confession on television regard-
ing illegal sale of nuclear techno-
logy because in their eyes he did re-
turn something for all he took.
Also, in the absence of the enact-

ment of a strong law or principle of
the rule of law, even courts are per-
ceived by the man on the street as
either corrupt or highly political.
Moreover, when the law is meant
to selectively conduct accountabil-
ity (excluding the military and the
judiciary), many raised eyebrows
at an earlier judgment in the
Panama Papers case that quoted
Mario Puzo’s The Godfather but no
law.

Post-verdict scenarios
Since the power rests with the
judges, their verdict will in�uence
the short- or longer-term future of
the Sharif family. The real conver-
sation in the drawing rooms these
days is whether it is just Mr. Sharif
who will be disquali�ed or
whether it would extend to his en-
tire family — two sons and a daugh-
ter who are the ones actually
named in the Panama leaks. With
his eyes already on the 2018 elec-
tions, Mr. Sharif would hope that
his daughter and political heir,

Maryam Nawaz, survives this
crisis. If the entire family is disqual-
i�ed, it will certainly send a signal
that things are up for grabs. 

This means that even if the PML
(N) remains, it would be mired in
in�ghting and could be as easily
manipulated as the Pakistan
Muslim League (Quaid-e-Azam)
was. While parts of central and
north Punjab will remain aligned
with Mr. Sharif, there will much
greater activity in south and south-
west Punjab where people will be
in�uenced by, as per local political
lingo, ‘whichever way the strong
wind blows’. This is translated as a
clear indication that the Establish-
ment is not in a party’s favour. 

But the process of shifting gears
will essentially start with electable
candidates moving to another
party or contesting elections as in-
dependent candidates. In urban
centres, the anti-corruption slo-
gan, compounded with the anti-in-
cumbency factor, will play a role.

The case against Mr. Sharif is in-
deed critical as the manner in
which the court proceeds will de-
termine not only his short- to me-
dium-term political moves but also
his long- to longer-term future. If
the judges do not appear bipar-
tisan and use the principle of law
rather than their opinion — a fash-
ion that dates back to Justice
Iftikhar Chaudhry’s days — Mr.
Sharif will be perceived as a victim
rather than a culprit. 

Even his disquali�cation will
then generate the myth that he was
punished for something else rather
than what the court and the JIT
tried him for. This may not save Mr.
Sharif now but will haunt the Es-
tablishment in a few years.

Ayesha Siddiqa is author of ‘Military Inc.
— Inside Pakistan’s Military Economy’,
and research associate at SOAS South Asia
Institute

Country without a PM
Nawaz Sharif is a distracted leader; the Supreme Court’s next step will determine if he’s seen to be victim or culprit

Ayesha Siddiqa
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eaked texts are like leaked
gases — you may never �nd
the one responsible for it, but

the mayhem caused by its release is
hard to contain. Unsurprisingly, all
public discussions on the Regional
Comprehensive Economic Part-
nership (RCEP) are centred around
leaked documents. As India negoti-
ates the RCEP — a free trade agree-
ment that looks remarkably similar
to the now failed Trans-Paci�c
Partnership (TPP) but for the ab-
sence of the chief protagonist and
dissenter, the United States — Japan
now appears to be playing the role
that the United States is known for:
policing the intellectual property
(IP) regimes of its trading partners.
Unlike the TPP, where India and
China were not parties, the RCEP
will open two of the world’s fastest-
growing economies to new stand-
ards of IP protection with some un-
foreseen consequences.

IP, investment and RCEP
One of the conditions that have
been put forth both in the TPP as
well as the RCEP is the formation of
an Investor State Dispute Settle-
ment mechanism and to include IP
as an investment. Treating IP as an
investment would allow private

companies to raise investment dis-
putes against the host country
whenever they feel that the legal
regime does not favour them.
These disputes could be initiated
by MNCs and especially the phar-
maceutical industries that have un-
til now had their hands tied in front
of the Indian laws and the judi-
ciary. Japan’s insistence on the in-
clusion of this clause comes as no
surprise as it is the third-largest
RCEP investor country. Countries
like India and China, which will be
the destinations for the invest-
ments, should include safeguards
against these measures.

The IP chapter in RCEP is at risk
of including provisions far stricter
than those mandated by the World
Trade Organisation (WTO) and the
Agreement on Trade-Related As-
pects of Intellectual Property
Rights (TRIPS). The leaked IP
chapter shows that both Japan and
South Korea are mounting pres-
sure to implement a TRIPS-plus re-
gime in IP. Adhering to TRIPS-plus
standards would be detrimental to
developing countries that have be-
ne�ted from generic competition
and lower-priced medicines
through the use of the �exibilities
in TRIPS such as stricter patentab-
ility criteria and the absence of

data exclusivity provisions. The
few IP reforms discussed in the
RCEP include data exclusivity, pat-
ent term extension, and much
more lenient criteria for
patentability.

This would mean delay in the
entry of generic versions of medi-
cines, extension of patent mono-
poly for a longer time, and exclus-
ivity for drugs that should not be
patented if strict patentability cri-
teria were to be applied. The RCEP
negotiations on these fronts spear-
headed by Japan appear to be an
extension of the arm-twisting that
developing countries like India

have been repeatedly subject to by
the U.S. as re�ected in the most re-
cent Special 301 Report released by
the U.S. Trade Representative.

The strong MNC lobby growing
in Japan, especially on the pharma-
ceutical side, is a reason for its in-
sistence on stricter IP rules. An ex-
ample of this is the drug patented
by Otsuka for the treatment of ex-
tensively drug-resistant tubercu-
losis (TB). 

The company has been stra-
tegically withholding the registra-
tion of the patent in India, thereby
preventing a generic version of the
drug from being manufactured. In
the event that a provision of data
exclusivity is passed, the millions
of TB patients in India would have
to buy the high-priced drugs,
which would have no cheaper gen-
eric alternative.

MFN clause
The WTO has a most-favoured-na-
tion (MFN) clause that obliges the
concessions o�ered to the MFN to
be o�ered to others. In essence, if
India has an agreement with Japan
(through the RCEP), India will be
obliged to o�er the same conces-
sions to the U.S. as well as the other
members of the WTO. The negoti-
ating pattern re�ects the reality of

international law making. It is evid-
ent that developed countries are
using FTAs to expand the existing
standards of IP.

At the 19th round of the RCEP
negotiations currently on in Hy-
derabad, India must resist Japan’s
U.S.-style pressure in this regard.
Developing countries like India
which have taken the leadership in
instituting and using balanced in-
tellectual property protection for
pharmaceuticals should not only
proudly protect their laws in the
RCEP negotiations, they should
also encourage other countries to
adopt and use similar measures
that ensure generic competition.
The international trading system is
not an end in itself and instead of
adopting U.S. style lobbying on be-
half of multinational companies in
the RCEP negotiations, Japan
would do well to recall its interna-
tional commitments on health care
and sustainable development and
support developing countries in
the region in their quest to ensure
sustainable access to a�ordable
medicines.

Feroz Ali is the IPR Chair Professor at IIT
Madras. He is part of a Shuttleworth
Foundation project on access to
medicines.

What’s at stake in Hyderabad
India must counter Japan’s U.S.-style pressure at the RCEP talks and ensure a�ordable generic medicines
Feroz Ali
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Nitish’s ‘ghar wapsi’?
Given the recent overtures
made by Nitish Kumar to the
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP),
the turn of events in Bihar
came as no great surprise.
The resignation and the
swearing-in as Chief
Minister within a span of 14
hours follow a script to
perfection. The plot has left
people wondering how Mr.
Kumar could be so
calculating, opportunistic
and petty. That he could not
think of dissolving the
Assembly and calling fresh
elections re�ects his desire
to stay in power. It is an
irony that Mr. Kumar, who
left the National Democratic
Alliance (NDA) government
as a mark of protest against
Narendra Modi’s
ascendancy, has now
chosen to put himself at his
mercy, blissfully oblivious
of the “e�ect” of Mr. Modi’s
rise to power, like lynchings
across the country. By
realigning with the NDA, Mr.
Kumar has lent legitimacy
to what is going on in the
name of nationalism and
shown that his commitment
to secularism is a matter of
convenience and not
conviction. His short-

sighted action cannot but be
seen as a betrayal of the
people’s mandate which
was for the
Mahagathbandhan (Grand
Alliance). He could not have
done worse for the cause of
Opposition unity and the
emergence of a secular
alternative to the BJP. 
G. David Milton,

Maruthancode, Tamil Nadu

■ The resignation of Mr.
Kumar to form a new
government with support of
the BJP is, to say the least, a
highly immoral act. The
people of Bihar in 2015 had
voted an anti-BJP alliance to
power. If Mr. Kumar was
dissatis�ed with the
functioning of his alliance
partners, he should have
gone for a new election in
alliance with the BJP . This
episode brings out the need
for a constitutional
amendment to make fresh
elections mandatory in the
event of such
developments.
S. Venkataraman,

Pune

Privacy as right
The debate on right to
privacy should result in

consensus on data
protection and not
opposition to the use of data
for greater public good
(“Privacy in the public
domain,” July 27). There is
nothing exciting about the
formation of a nine-judge
Bench by the Supreme
Court. This is because right
to privacy has already been
recognised by the Supreme
Court as an o�shoot of
‘right to life and personal
liberty’ (Article 21).
However, we must
remember that no right,
howsoever sacrosanct it
may be, is not absolute. It
has to be regulated for the
larger public good.
In this age of technology-
driven life, data analysis can
serve many purposes like
better targeting of welfare
schemes, transparent and
direct transfer of bene�ts,
monitoring and detection of
crimes, ensuring of tax
compliances, and tracking
of anti-national and terror
activities.
At the same time,
unauthorised and illegal use
of individual data may result
in fraud and loss of privacy
for individuals. Therefore ,
it is high time that the

Central government
constitutes a task force
comprising experts from
the Law and Information
Technology Ministries and
comes out with a
comprehensive data
protection law.
M.K. Bhandari,

Mumbai

■ The article has exposed
the hypocrisy of singling out
the government and its
agencies as arch-violators of
the citizens’ privacy while
turning a blind eye to the
surreptitious and invisible
collection, storage and
unauthorised use of private
data by technology
companies. Strictly
speaking, there isn’t much
of a di�erence between
privacy lost through the
coercive actions of the
government and that
caused by the voluntary
parting of personal
information by netizens. In
fact, the latter is more
insidious because while the
citizens can always haul the
government before the
courts, no such legal
recourse is available against
the American technology
companies if personal

information falls into the
wrong hands. Privacy
activists should be more
worried about the Internet’s
oligopolistic architecture
where the control and
command systems lie in the
hands of a couple of
technology companies.
Sure, users can sign out of
Facebook and Google, but
these companies have
colonised the digital space
to such an extent that
pulling the plug involves the
risk of inviting social
isolation and ostracism. 
V.N. Mukundarajan,

Thiruvananthapuram

Save the wetlands
The heavy �oods of 2015 in
Chennai were a man-made
disaster. Unplanned
urbanisation, coupled with
encroachment of wetlands
in and around the city and
their conversion into sites
for waste disposal,
commercial establishments
and residential
constructions were the
primary reasons for the
�oods. The damage caused
should have been a wake-up
call for the governments at
the State and the Centre but
it is shocking that they are

planning for more disasters
by diverting Ennore
wetlands for industrial
installations (“Time to
change course,” July 27).
Wetlands are of great
ecological and economic
importance. They help to
maintain water at normal
levels in lakes, ponds, rivers
and also act as recharge and
puri�cation aquifers.
Occupation of wetlands
modi�es the course of the
over�owing rivers and
disturbs the ecosystem.
India is a signatory to the
Ramsar Convention on
Wetlands of International
Importance (1971), whose
mission is the conservation
and wise utilisation of
wetlands through local and
international cooperation.
Governments have to
comply by the convention’s
rules. Construction cannot
be forbidden but proper
planning and mandatory
environmental audit can do
great good good both to the
government and the
wetland ecosystem.
Archana Venkatamadhvaraj,

Thoothukudi
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DATA POINT

A story about outsiders in soci-
ety, a transgender and a rebel
to name just two; a magical es-
cape for a slave; love in the
time of war and migration —
this year’s Man Booker Prize
longlist tells us a lot about the
state of �ction today. Far from
being dead, as had been
claimed in recent times, the
novel appears to be telling new

stories, the novelist reaching out for newer forms to tell them.

Roy, ‘utmost happiness’
If her dazzling début novel, The God of Small Things, won her
the prize in 1997, Arundhati Roy �nds herself on the longlist for
The Ministry of Utmost Happiness, her second which appeared
two decades later. A “vast” novel, about the “violent, circling,
driving, ridiculous, insane, unfeasible, public turmoil of a na-
tion”, the story is told through the lives of Anjum, a hijra, and
Tilottama, an English-speaking activist, touching on most of
the political events that have rattled India in the past 20 years,
from the Gujarat riots to terrorism in Kashmir. 

Two other writers from the subcontinent, Mohsin Hamid
for Exit West and Kamila Shamsie for Home Fire, are also
among the 13 writers longlisted for the £50,000 award. Hamid,
whose post 9/11 novel, The Reluctant Fundamentalist, was
shortlisted for the Booker in 2007, has placed his new book in
a world in the throes of an unprecedented refugee crisis. As
two lovers feel they must leave “the death trap of a country”,
they begin to believe “rumours... of doors that could take you
elsewhere”. Shamsie goes back to Antigone to tell a story of
contemporary reality, of two families torn apart by the lack of
trust. 

There are novels on the list which have already won major
awards. Colson Whitehead’s The Underground Railroad, about
the “violence of slavery” and the “drama of escape”, has been
serenaded with the Pulitzer Prize and the National Book
Award for �ction. Accepting his National Book Award, he said:
“We’re happy in here; outside is the blasted hellhole waste-
land of Trumpland.... Be kind to everybody, make art and �ght
the power.” He could be speaking to so many of us, living in
similar wastelands. Irish writer Sebastian Barry’s Days Without
End won the Costa Book of the Year award. It is the story of an
Irishman who �ed Ireland when he was orphaned and fought
in the American civil war, witnessing the “depths and the
heights of humanity”. 

Last year, the prize was won by Paul Beatty for The Sellout,
the �rst American to win after the award was opened up to in-
clude writers from the U.S. in 2014. This year’s list has four
Americans, including heavyweight Paul Auster for 4321.
Among the British writers are two previously nominated ones,
Zadie Smith (Swing Time) and Ali Smith (Autumn). Are these
the novels then with staying power? Lola Young, the chair of
the 2017 judges, says there is a spirit common to all these nov-
els: “Though their subject matter might be turbulent, their
power and range were life-a�rming — a tonic for our times.”
The shortlist of six novels is announced on September 13, the
big prize on October 17.

State of �ction
The Booker Prize longlist may indeed
be ‘the tonic for our times’
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SINGLE FILE
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The NITI Aayog has re-
cently unveiled a grand
plan to effectively privat-
ise district hospitals in

Tier-I and Tier-II towns. It has de-
veloped what it calls a “model con-
cessionaire agreement” for provi-
sion of healthcare services for
cardiac and pulmonary (lung) dis-
eases and cancers. It is proposed
that public facilities in district hos-
pitals would be outsourced to
private providers. They would be
free to charge full treatment costs
from patients not covered by gov-
ernment schemes (such as the
Rashtriya Swasthya Bima Yojana)
and the providers would be reim-

bursed by the government for treat-
ing patients referred by the
government

Red-carpet treatment
Private providers will be able to
cherry-pick the most lucrative dis-
tricts where patients have a higher
paying capacity. The scheme also
provides for an escrow account that
would offset the risk to private pro-
viders posed by possible delays in
reimbursement by the government.
Providers would also secure access
to public facilities such as ambu-
lance services, blood banks and
mortuaries. Clearly no effort has
been spared to roll out the red car-

pet and ensure that
private companies are
able to freeload on public
assets.

What are the implica-
tions for accessible health-
care services? First, the
proposal implies that
most patients would have
to pay for care even in public facilit-
ies. The promise that patients
covered by government health in-
surance schemes would access care
free of cost needs to be seen in the
context of recent surveys which
show that just 12-13% of people are
covered by public-funded
insurance.

Second, the proposal is designed
to further worsen inequity in access
to healthcare services. Private pro-
viders will concentrate on better-off

districts, leaving the
poor and remote dis-
tricts for the public sec-
tor to manage. This will
further weaken the abil-
ity of public hospitals to
attract and retain trained
doctors and other health
workers.

Third, the scheme will expose
thousands of patients to unethical
practices by private providers, com-
promises in quality and rationality
of services and additional ‘top-up
services’. A specific section in the
document on ‘risk management’ is
primarily concerned about risks of
private providers, with very little
about robust mechanisms to pro-
tect patients from unethical
practices.

Fourth, outsourcing of hospital

care to private providers inevitably
becomes increasingly unsustain-
able over time as they ratchet up
demands on reimbursements and
fees. The proposal to hive off hos-
pital care to the private sector is jus-
tified by the argument that public
services are not financed ad-
equately and face an acute shortage
of trained human resources.

The simple remedy could be to
significantly enhance investment in
public healthcare services, includ-
ing in the training of health work-
ers. The government’s singular res-
istance to follow such a path is
linked to its ideological moorings,
which find virtue in private enter-
prise and view public services as in-
herently inefficient. This scepticism
regarding public services needs to
be tempered by the experience that

success stories of public health, in
diverse settings such as the U.K.,
France, Cuba, Thailand and Sri
Lanka, are all related to public
systems.

The NITI Aayog’s proposal in-
volves the handing over of public
assets to for-profit companies, and
represents a clear abdication of
duty by the government. The NITI
Aayog describes itself as a ‘think
tank’, unlike the Planning Commis-
sion of yore. 

It is understood that the scheme
will be piloted in a couple of dis-
tricts, presumably in Bharatiya
Janata Party-governed States.
Health care is primarily a State sub-
ject and State governments must
first question the legitimacy of a
supposed think tank to pronounce
public policy.

Public health, private players?
Private providers will be able to cherry-pick the lucrative

districts where patients have a higher paying capacity
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The issue of public-
private partnerships
(PPPs) in health has
been highlighted by
the recent draft NITI

Aayog document about a PPP ar-
rangement for certain non-commu-
nicable diseases (NCD). To infer
from this that the government is
forfeiting its role in public health
care is totally misplaced. The Na-
tional Health Policy (NHP) 2017
clearly prioritises strengthening of
public health systems as a key ap-
proach. However, it also recognises
a critical gap-filling through stra-
tegic purchasing to be directed “to-

wards those areas and those ser-
vices for which currently there are
no providers or few providers”. It
further envisages that “the order of
preference for strategic purchasing
would be public sector hospitals fol-
lowed by not-for-profit private sec-
tor and then commercial private
sector in underserved areas”.

Recent policy decisions and
funding support to States to under-
take universal screening and man-
agement for common NCDs,
provide comprehensive primary
health care through health and
wellness centres, strengthen dis-
trict hospitals (DH) to provide

multi-speciality care, up-
grade DHs to medical col-
leges, and ensure access
to free essential drugs and
diagnostics in government
health facilities indicate
purposive actions to
strengthen public health
systems. For instance, this
year there is a jump from ₹ 445
crore to ₹ 3,300 crore in Central al-
location for upgradation of DHs to
medical colleges in districts without
any medical college.

Reality check
However, we do need to acknow-
ledge a few facts. Despite recent ef-
forts, current capacities in public
facilities to manage disease condi-
tions in cardiology, pulmonology

and oncology are prac-
tically non-existent in
Tier-II and Tier-III towns
in most States, even in
the private sector. It
leads to overcrowding in
tertiary-level facilities in
big cities, compromising
quality of care and lead-

ing to high out-of-pocket
expenditures.

The waiting time in premier pub-
lic institutions like AIIMS, Delhi for
certain procedures can range from
several months to a few years. The
disease burden on account of NCDs
is increasing rapidly. A 2014 study
by Harvard University for the World
Economic Forum shows that India
stands to incur a cost of $2.17 tril-
lion between 2012 and 2030 due to

cardiovascular diseases alone. The
government cannot remain oblivi-
ous to the present need, even while
building capacity of the public
health system.

If successful, the NITI Aayog pro-
posal, developed in broad consulta-
tion with the Ministry of Health and
Family Welfare, will expand access
to care for key NCDs to such popu-
lations that have not hitherto had
access. While the proposal envis-
ages that care will be provided free
for BPL families and those covered
by government insurance schemes,
the rates will be negotiated at Cent-
ral government health scheme/
State government insurance rates
for others so that even the non-
poor will receive care at a rate
much lower than market rates. This

is a significant improvement over
the status quo. The success of the
initiative would, however, depend
upon the PPP contract design and
institutional capacity to monitor
and manage such contracts so that
public interest is safeguarded.

The PPP document is still at a
draft stage, to be finalised in con-
sultation with all stakeholders in-
cluding State governments. Fur-
ther, States have the liberty to
adopt the PPP or modify the docu-
ment based on their needs and con-
text. It is too early to speculate on
whether such an arrangement will
work or not. However, in the ab-
sence of viable alternatives in the
existing environment, we need to
be open to the potential of such
partnerships to expand access.

Government cannot remain oblivious to present needs

even while building capacity of the public health system
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RIGHT

The proposal to invite
private sector invest-
ment in district hospit-
als is based on five
premises: district hos-

pitals need upgrading to provide
good-quality secondary care and
some elements of tertiary care to
reduce dependence on and over-
crowding of medical college hospit-
als and corporate hospitals; NCDs
are affecting increasing numbers of
people; most government-run dis-
trict hospitals are presently unable
to provide this care; incentivised
private sector investment and parti-
cipation in care delivery in such

hospitals can fill this gap; and the
proposed PPP model can function
smoothly with shared facilities and
a dual payment system.

The first three premises are un-
contested. The fourth premise is
open to debate on whether higher
levels of private investment should
be the preferred approach to
strengthen district hospitals. PPP
proponents argue that it will take
time, resources and management
skills to reach an acceptable level of
public sector capacity and the
rising tide of NCDs can brook no
delay. 

Is the government seeing the PPP

as temporary gap-filling
during the phase of public
sector capacity build-up?
However, if this model of
‘one hospital, two sys-
tems’ is envisaged as a
permanent feature, the
risks and returns of such
cohabitation require seri-
ous scrutiny. Cannot the financial
support provided to the private sec-
tor be directed to create public sec-
tor capacity?

Gaps in the proposal
In a mixed health system, it could
be efficient to engage the services of
the private sector to supplement
the capacity of the public sector.
However, cost and quality must be
controlled for delivering appropri-

ate and affordable care
with accountability.

Listing of angioplasty
as the only treatment in
the cardiology segment
is an open invitation to
unnecessary procedures.
Coupled with the con-
veyor belt of referrals

from mass screening in primary
health care, this can be a bonanza
for the private sector but can de-
liver inappropriate care. Surpris-
ingly, even the less expensive
thrombolytic treatment for heart at-
tacks is not listed.

It is proposed that the nested
private facility will provide NCD
care to two categories of patients —
those referred and paid for by gov-
ernment schemes and self-referred

patients who will pay from pocket.
In the absence of a minimum num-
ber of beds reserved for the former,
how can we prevent predominant
capture by the latter? How will fin-
ancial protection be provided to the
near-poor who have to self-pay?
Even if package costs for the latter
are transparently displayed, who
will negotiate those costs and pre-
vent add-ons during
hospitalisation?

If private sector participation
were to be via empanelment of in-
dependent private facilities, the
contract can be time-bound, with
provision for early termination or
non-renewal for poor performance.
When the private sector unit is em-
bedded within the district hospital
through investment in infrastruc-

ture and equipment, and is initially
contracted for 30 years, it would be
difficult to dislodge a poorly per-
forming private partner. The scope
for litigation will be high in this
arrangement.

Given the large presence of the
sector, a well-defined role in the
provision of NCD care is welcome
but has to be accommodated within
a well-designed framework of Uni-
versal Health Coverage that integ-
rates pre-paid primary, secondary
and tertiary care through a combin-
ation of tax funding and social in-
surance. The proposed PPP model
will improve access but may not de-
liver appropriate and equitable
care.

The views expressed are personal

The proposed PPP model in district hospitals will

improve access but may not deliver equitable care
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CENTRE

The Chief Minister, Mr. K. Brahmananda Reddi declared in
the State Assembly to-day [ July 27, Hyderabad] that the Gov-
ernment of India was “fully committed” to sanctioning the ul-
timate phase of the Nagarjunasagar Project and said that this
giant project, one of the biggest in the world, could be eco-
nomical only when it was executed in its entirety. Mr. Reddi
was replying to the two-hour debate on the Nagarjunasagar
project. The Chief Minister maintained that there was nothing
like a first or second phase of the project. The whole was an
integrated project and even the “first phase” would take three
more years to complete. He was therefore unable to under-
stand the objections raised by Mysore and Maharashtra. Mr.
Reddi pointed out that the issue could not be taken to the Su-
preme Court. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO JULY 28, 1967

Andhra holds objections to project untenable

CCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC
CCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCCC

FROM ARCHIVES

The French feat in beating off German attempts to recapture
the important positions between Reims and Soissons is more
highly appreciated as it becomes clear that the German object
is to bleed the French white. The German offensive strength
in the west has been concentrated in this effort for the past
three months and the only result of a series of sanguinary
battles has been a slight pushing back of the French outposts
here and there at immense cost. Reuter’s Correspondent at
French Headquarters wiring yesterday evening [ July 26] em-
phasises that the Germans are in dead earnest. The great at-
tack on Craonne plateaux from July 19th to 24th was carried
out by two picked Divisions of Guards and Brandenburgers
stiffened by a storming line of Stosstruppen. A temporary suc-
cess was purchased at reckless sacrifices and it was wiped out
by magnificent counter-attacks by a single Touraine Division
that had borne the brunt of a week’s fighting.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JULY 28, 1917

The Western Front.

As the debate on whether
or not privacy is a funda-
mental right rages, the
Law Commission has draf-
ted a Bill on the use and
regulation of human DNA
profiling. The 271st report
of the Commission has
prepared the draft Bill
named ‘The DNA Based
Technology (Use and Reg-
ulation) Bill, 2017’ after ex-
amining various judicial
pronouncements and con-
stitutional provisions.

The exercise was initi-
ated by the Commission
after the Department of Bi-
otechnology forwarded its
draft of ‘The Use and Reg-
ulation of DNA based
Technology in Civil and
Criminal Proceedings,
Identification of Missing
Persons and Human Re-
mains Bill, 2016’ in
September last year.

The Commission re-
cords that DNA profiling is
used for disaster victim
identification, investiga-
tion of crimes, identifica-
tion of missing persons
and human remains and

for medical research pur-
poses. It notes that privacy
concerns and the ethics in-
volved in this scientific col-
lection of data are very
serious.

The Commission notes
that the question whether
privacy is an integral part
of the right to personal
liberty is still under con-
sideration of the Supreme
Court. However, it also
makes the point that the
procedure for DNA profil-
ing, if given statutory re-
cognition, should be as
per constitutional
provisions.

Primarily, the Bill
provides for the setting up
of a statutory DNA Profil-
ing Board to spell out pro-
cedures and standards to
establish DNA laborator-
ies. The Commission’s
draft Bill restricts DNA
profiling to the specific
purpose of identification
of a person and not for ex-
tracting other information.

It provides for the cre-
ation of DNA data banks,
at national and regional
levels, which would be re-

sponsible for storing DNA
profiles received from the
accredited laboratories.
They will also be respons-
ible for maintaining cer-
tain indices, like crime
scene index, suspects’ in-
dex, offenders’ index,
missing persons’ index
and unknown deceased
persons’ index. DNA ex-
perts would be notified as
government scientific
experts.

Sharing of DNA profiles
with foreign governments
or other government agen-
cies, organisations or insti-
tutions would only be for
the purpose of this Act or
any of its agencies, includ-
ing identification of miss-
ing persons, disaster vic-
tims, suspects. Any
violation would lead to im-
prisonment, which may
extend up to three years,
and a fine which may ex-
tend up to ₹2 lakh. 

The Bill gives the right
to an undertrial to request
for another DNA test in
case of doubts that his
earlier samples may have
been contaminated.

Regulation of DNA pro�ling
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ACT ONE

A bill to aid DNA data collection for investigation, research
Krishnadas Rajagopal

Heimat
Sociology

Heimat, a German concept
for “home” or “home-
land”, describes the rela-
tionship of a being to a
place through spatial and
temporal dimensions. His-
torically, it has connoted
the positive aspects of a re-
lationship with one’s
homeland but it was mis-
appropriated by the Nazis
to further their ideology.
Towards the end of the
20th century, there was re-
newed interest in the
concept in Germany but
more as a construct rather
than a place. Some schol-
ars have thought of Heimat
as a practice — a notion
that can be harnessed to
order an entity’s surround-
ings in a meaningful man-
ner, such as to manage the
environment.
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CONCEPTUAL

Exercise your freedom to
exorcise your demons
http://bit.ly/2v0WD3p
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