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EDITORIAL

I
n talking of a New India free of casteism, terrorism,

corruption and nepotism by 2022, in his Independ-

ence Day address, Prime Minister Narendra Modi

was seeking to sell a longer term vision to Indians, a vis-

ion that goes beyond the limit of his current term in of-

�ce. While he did dwell on the achievements of his gov-

ernment in the last three years, Mr. Modi was largely

focussed on his vision for the future, one in which

farmer income would double and where youth and wo-

men would have many more opportunities. The road

map was not clear, but Mr. Modi is convinced that his

achievements are steps toward a happier, more secure

future for the country. Demonetisation, the Goods and

Services Tax, the movement toward a digital economy,

all these were spoken of as part of a movement inexor-

ably leading to a corruption-free, transparent India. Un-

like last year, when he was silent on the violence in

Kashmir, this Independence Day he went so far as to ask

terrorists to join the mainstream, insisting that the

Kashmir problem cannot be solved by bullets, but only

by embracing fellow Kashmiris. But more important,

he went on to speak against violence in the name of

faith, saying it is unacceptable in India. Mr. Modi has

spoken about communalism and casteism as twin evils

before, but the speci�c reference to violence in the

name of faith appeared intended as a word of caution

meant for the overzealous in his own political constitu-

ency, especially lynch mobs that have targeted Muslim

and other traders in the name of cow protection. In this,

he seemed to echo President Ram Nath Kovind, who

called for a compassionate society that does not dis-

criminate on the basis of gender or religious back-

ground. And like Mr. Kovind, who called for a partner-

ship between the citizen and the government to ensure

that the bene�ts of government policy reach all sections

of the people, Mr. Modi invoked Team India to run for a

New India.

Although he spoke about the support India has re-

ceived from several countries in its �ght against terror-

ism, Mr. Modi made no mention of Pakistan other than

in relation to the surgical strikes, which, he said, had

forced the world to accept India’s capability and

strength. Last year, he had made speci�c references to

Balochistan, speaking about the attacks on Balochs in

Pakistan, and how people there had commended him

for his support for them. There was no mention of

China or the Doklam stand-o� either. The speech

seemed directed entirely at the domestic audience,

with the focus largely on development and a reliance on

technology-enabled solutions to transform the country

over the next �ve years. That is a period that goes bey-

ond the next general election and quite clearly Mr. Modi

sees himself as serving a second term.

Future perfect?
The PM looks beyond his term to a developed,

corruption-free India. But is there a road map?

I
n theory, the two factions of the All India Anna

Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam have every reason to

merge. The original cause of the split, the domin-

ance of the Sasikala family in the party, is now seem-

ingly irrelevant: Chief Minister Edappadi K. Palan-

iswami, who was elected as the leader of the AIADMK

legislature party at a meeting presided over by V.K.

Sasikala, is more assertive now, shepherding a resolu-

tion to rescind the appointment of her nephew, T.T.V.

Dhinakaran, as deputy general secretary of the party.

Also, both factions need to retrieve the party election

symbol, Two Leaves, that has been frozen by the Elec-

tion Commission. This is unlikely without a formal mer-

ger. However, things are not exactly what they seem.

Despite the distancing from Mr. Dhinakaran, the ruling

faction of the AIADMK, the AIADMK (Amma), is hesit-

ant to speak harshly of Ms. Sasikala, other than to say

the party’s cadres would not like anyone else to occupy

the post of “permanent general secretary” held by Jay-

alalithaa. O. Panneerselvam, the leader of the break-

away faction, met Prime Minister Narendra Modi to

“convey the sentiments of the AIADMK cadres”, a short-

hand for opposition to the merger proposal. With elec-

tions to the Lok Sabha two years away, and to the State

Assembly four years away, there is no pressure to hurry

through with the merger process. But issues that stand

in the way, the competing ambitions of Mr. Palaniswami

and Mr. Panneerselvam, and the acute di�erences over

sharing ministerial berths and party posts, are unlikely

to disappear. The demand for constituting a probe into

Jayalalithaa’s death is a cover for other unstated claims

to power and pelf. After months of deep distrust, the

two factions are not going to magically come together

all of a sudden without working out a practical power-

sharing arrangement.

As things stand, a merger can only be mediated by

the Bharatiya Janata Party, which seems to wield con-

siderable in�uence with both factions on account of be-

ing in power at the Centre. In recent times, searches by

Income Tax, Enforcement Directorate, and the Central

Bureau of Investigation have made leaders of both fac-

tions cosy up to Mr. Modi. The BJP needs a united AI-

ADMK, with its election symbol et al, but without a

strong leadership, as an instrument to �nd a political

foothold in Tamil Nadu. Over the long term, the na-

tional party would like to eat into the vote bank of the

AIADMK, but in the near term an alliance with a

weakened AIADMK would do. Just as the split earlier

served its purpose of isolating the corruption-tainted

Sasikala family, a merger now would serve the purpose

of �nding an important, but non-domineering ally. But

the in�uence of the Sasikala family works also in unseen

ways, and the BJP could well be overestimating its own

power over the ruling faction of the AIADMK. There is

no telling who is using whom.

Making friends
The BJP would like a united AIADMK 

as an ally, but with a weak leadership

B
y tradition the Economic Sur-
vey used to be presented to
Parliament on the eve of the

Union Budget. But then, the gov-
ernment under Prime Minister
Narendra Modi is known to break
with tradition. For instance, it ad-
vanced the presentation of the
Budget by one month; it has done
away with a separate Railways
Budget; and it has merged the two
categories of “plan” and “non-
plan” spending. These are signi�c-
ant breaks from the past. The big
one, of course, is the winding
down of the Planning Commission
itself. So also, in a break from tradi-
tion, this year, the full Survey was
not presented at the beginning of
the Budget session. Only Part I was
presented. This is the part which is
policy oriented and future looking.
It reads like a doctoral thesis, with
many conceptual ideas and analyt-
ical pieces. It covers various topics:
the puzzle of lack of convergence
in growth of States, the challenge
of governance of cities, a new �scal
framework for India, etc. It also
presents a much-awaited longish
piece on demonetisation (without
giving away precise quantitative es-
timates of its impact). Such is the
impression of the scholarly tome
on the research community, that
the University of Mumbai has ad-
opted it as a textbook in its eco-
nomics courses.

The update
But Parliament wants hard data,
which is in Part II of the Survey.
This data has the stamp of authen-
ticity. The data about the year gone

by was not available in February,
hence the delay. The second part of
the Survey comes almost six
months later, so has some addi-
tional analytical pieces. The data
that it presents and its prognosis
for the near term future call for
sobering re�ection.

Economic growth for �scal year
2016-17 was 7.1%. This was the year
when oil prices and in�ation were
moderate, monsoon rains were
abundant, inbound foreign direct
investment was at record peak, the
currency was stable and the �scal
de�cit was under control. With
such macroeconomic context, the
year should have recorded at least
one percentage point higher
growth than the previous year. But
that was not to be, and demonet-
isation could be the biggest reason.
Indeed the second half of the last
�scal saw the growth rate plummet
by 1.2 percentage points compared
to the �rst half. 

The Survey says that signs of
slowdown were evident even be-
fore the surprise November an-
nouncement of demonetisation.
Next year too, the Survey forecasts
a growth closer to its lower bound,
possibly lower than 7%. In three
years if the economy has missed
one percentage point every year,
cumulatively that’s a permanent

loss of national income of close to
₹5 lakh crore in nominal terms.
The continuing de�ationary trends
arise from lower investment ratio,
low farm prices especially for non-
cereals foods, the cutting back on
development spending by State
governments owing to the burden
of loan waivers, and of course the
twin balance sheet problem (more
about this below). The Survey cites
the example of Uttar Pradesh
which had to slash its development
spending by 13% in order to accom-
modate the farm loan waiver.

Industrial problems
On the industrial front, the news is
not upbeat. The latest June data on
the index of industrial production
(IIP) shows negative growth, i.e.
contraction of the index, which is
the �rst in the last four years. It
may very well be due to de-stock-
ing of warehouses before the July 1
launch of the Goods and Services
Tax (GST), but it does not seem so.
The contraction is particularly
widespread across manufacturing
sectors, with 15 out of 23 industries
showing negative growth. This is
where the twin balance sheet prob-
lem hits hardest. Bank balance
sheets are stretched with a non-
performing assets (loans) ratio
close to 10% of their total loan. This

is higher than the capital base
available to most public sector
banks. So technically their net
worth is negative. On the other
hand, corporates too are reeling
under stretched balance sheets,
burdened by excessive borrowing
at high interest rates (from the
past), excess capacity and not-so
robust demand for their products.
Their situation is made worse with
the �ood of imports, which take
away their domestic market share.
The strong rupee makes imports
more attractive. Under the GST re-
gime, the countervailing duty paid
in lieu of excise (now GST) is now
tax deductible. Earlier it was not
for many products. This makes im-
ports that much more attractive in
comparison with domestically
produced goods. The strong rupee
has also been �agged by the Survey
as potentially harming the do-
mestic economy.

Is the weakness in industrial
growth a structural problem or a
cyclical one? If the latter, then we
should see an upswing. But it also
has long-term structural dimen-
sions. The investment-to-GDP ratio
has been steadily falling for �ve
years in a row. Of this the private
sector component growth is
abysmally low. The bank credit
growth to industry has been con-
sistently negative since September
2016. How does one revive this sen-
timent, so that one sees at least two
dozen prominent industrial pro-
jects worth ₹10,000 crore each? At
a time when the Sensex scales new
peaks, somehow that sentiment is
not infecting physical investment
in plant and machinery. Opportun-
ities from Digital India, Smart Cit-
ies Mission and Housing for All are
huge, but a kickstart is needed.

The third area highlighted by
the Survey is the �nancial sector,
including money and banking. It
implicitly blames the high interest
policy of the Reserve Bank of India

(RBI) for thwarting industrial
growth. Even when the monetary
policy framework has now become
focussed on in�ation targeting, the
RBI’s forecasts have overshot six
out of 14 times in as many quarters.
Isn’t it being too conservative?
Why can’t it slash interest rates ag-
gressively to enable growth? To be
fair, the Chief Economic Adviser
has said this many times, so the
Survey is echoing the Ministry line,
but the debate is inconclusive. The
in�ation expectations surveys of
the RBI consistently show people’s
anxiety about future price rise.
And it is not as if the investment
train will zoom in as soon as in-
terest rates are cut. Many other
factors weigh on the minds of in-
vestors. The key problem is of
course the continuing burden of
non-performing assets (NPA). Re-
peated and innovative proposals
from the RBI (under various ac-
ronyms such as CDR, SDR, S4A, or
corporate debt restructuring, stra-
tegic debt restructuring and
scheme for sustainable structuring
of stressed assets) have not borne
fruit.

The silver lining
Finally as with all things Indian,
one must end with optimism. The
�scal situation at the Centre is im-
proving. Exports are �nally in pos-
itive territory. The basic building
blocks of longer term growth are
being put in place. The four major
reforms are: GST, a new insolvency
and bankruptcy code to deal with
NPAs, a new monetary policy
framework, and Aadhaar linkage
to government services. While the
near term may not cross 7%, the
medium term has the potential to
see a sustained 8% growth path.
The caution of the Survey is tinged
with this optimism!

Ajit Ranade is an economist

Caution from a sobering Survey
Given the macroeconomic context, India should have recorded higher economic growth this year

ajit ranade
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T
he proposal to create an All-
India Judicial Service (AIJS)
along the lines of the All India

Services (AIS) is one that has been
endlessly debated since the idea
was �rst mooted by the Law Com-
mission in the 1950s. It has never
really moved forward as the same
arguments both for and against it
have been made over and over
again. There are no neat lines
which can be drawn between those
who favour and oppose it as there
have been disagreements within
the judiciary, the government and
the Bar over its necessity and de-
sirability. The debate has once
again come to the fore with a fresh
move to implement it and nine
High Courts expressing their disap-
proval. 

Why it is a bad idea
An AIJS is a terrible idea in so far as
judicial reforms in India are con-
cerned and does not solve even a
single problem being faced by the
Indian judiciary.

The brief outline of the AIJS is
generally this: district judges will
be recruited centrally through an

all-India examination and alloc-
ated to each State along the lines of
the AIS. This, it is argued, will en-
sure a transparent and e�cient
method of recruitment to attract
the best talent in India’s legal pro-
fession. A milder version of this,
with judges recruited by High
Courts on the basis of a common
examination is currently being de-
bated in the Supreme Court. This is
also a proposal with serious
drawbacks.

The �rst objection to this idea is
that it does not adequately dia-
gnose the problem. What exactly is
holding back the smartest and the
best from the judiciary? The an-
swer lies in the fact that the Bar
Council of India has mismanaged
legal education. Barring a few is-
lands of excellence, almost no ef-
fort has gone into improving the
standard of legal education across
the country. The best law schools
in India are the few set up and fun-
ded by the State governments, bar-
ring a few exceptions. 

Within this incredibly small tal-
ent pool, the judiciary competes
by o�ering very unremunerative
pay and limited avenues for career
advancement. 

While a lot of e�ort has been un-
dertaken by the Supreme Court to
ensure uniformity in pay scales
across States through its orders in
the All India Judges’ Association
case, it is still abysmally low when
compared to that in the private sec-

tor, notably law �rms, litigation
and the corporate sector. A civil
judge ( junior division), and the
lowest entry level post, can expect
a basic pay of ₹27,700 per month.
Top graduates can expect to earn
at least three times as much in In-
dian law �rms in equivalent entry
level positions. 

Lower pay would also be accept-
able, as with the civil services, if
the position was accompanied by
su�ciently good terms and condi-
tions of service, and a de�ned ca-
reer progression. While trial court
judges face much the same prob-
lem in the case of transfers and
such issues as civil services of-
�cers, they have fewer avenues for
growth and promotion. A study
published in the Economic and
Political Weekly in 2016 showed
that less than a third of seats in the
High Courts are �lled by judges
from the district cadre. They are
also appointed later in their ca-

reers and tend to have shorter ten-
ures than judges appointed dir-
ectly from the Bar. Even if a lawyer
is eager to serve as a judge, she
would rather wait to be eligible for
direct elevation to the High Court
than have to go through the grind
in the district judiciary. 

An AIJS addresses neither the
problem of disproportionately low
pay nor the lack of career advance-
ment. While the former is in the
hands of the State governments
concerned, the latter is in the
hands of the judiciary itself, but no
changes have been made to ensure
better district judge representa-
tion in the High Courts.

Causes new problems
On the other hand, an AIJS creates
new problems. A “national exam”
risks shutting out those from less
privileged backgrounds from being
able to enter the judicial services. It
may also end up not taking into ac-
count local laws, practices and cus-
toms which vary widely across
States, vastly increasing the costs
of training for judges selected
through the mechanism. Even if
the language aspect can be ad-
dressed adequately, the question
still remains this: To what end an
AIJS?

If the answer is to �ll up vacan-
cies faster, compare the vacancy
position in the AIS and the subor-
dinate judiciary. The total number
of positions in the subordinate ju-

diciary as of October 2016 was
21,374 while the total number of
sanctioned posts for the three AIS
was 14,355. Of these, 22.67% of
posts were vacant in the subordin-
ate judiciary while it was 20.47% of
posts in the AIS. Data from Decem-
ber 2011 show that 24.91% of AIS va-
cancies were un�lled, while the �g-
ure for the subordinate judiciary
was 20.45%. Therefore, both the
decentralised approach of each
High Court conducting its own ap-
pointment and a centralised one
seem to have roughly the same ef-
�cacy in �lling up the vacancy. 

The problems of the Indian judi-
ciary at all levels have reached
catastrophic levels. The public is
losing con�dence in the judiciary
despite the latter’s assertions. Data
show that they are acting on this
belief by �ling fewer cases year on
year. It is likely to be a combination
of delays, cost, uncertainty, ine�-
ciency and corruption. Not one of
these problems is solved to any de-
gree by centralising the manner of
recruitment of judges. On the con-
trary, this endless, stagnant debate
on the AIJS only takes up time and
energy instead of focussing atten-
tion on implementing more direct
solutions to address the problems
of the Indian judiciary. 

Alok Prasanna Kumar is Senior Resident
Fellow at the Vidhi Centre for Legal
Policy, Bengaluru and an advocate based
in the city

No case for an all India judicial service
Centralising recruitment will not address the multiple problems in the judiciary 

alok prasanna kumar
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Timeless advice
The Hindu’s �rst editorial in
independent India was a
riveting read (“A Red-Letter
Day”, August 15).
Notwithstanding our seven
decades of a tryst with
freedom, these erudite and
insightful words are still
relevant. Defeating the
communal parasites and
giving minorities their
political freedom and
economic opportunities
without discrimination or
disdain are of paramount
importance and the
responsibility of the state.
Freedom is also about
restructuring our economic
policies of resource
allocation. Economic
freedom must also be
supplemented by political
freedoms that constitute the
basic principles of a
relationship between the
state and the citizen in a
modern, progressive
democracy. The Prime
Minister has envisaged a
developed and progressive
India by 2022 which
includes defeating
corruption, poverty,
illiteracy and malnutrition.
This is possible only in an

ecosystem where citizens
participate enthusiastically
with the state. If the pace of
purposeful welfare
initiatives are positively
sustained and governments
at both levels show the
fortitude to usher in political
and economic reforms in
the coming days, “we, the
people” will have
substantial and cogent
reasons to celebrate more
exuberantly the 75th
anniversary of our
Independence.
Bibhuti Das,

New Delhi

Poles apart
A possible reason for the
disconnect between social
status and political
representation of women
could be the economic
a�uence of Haryana (“A
great divide”, August 15). As
an agrarian economy which
bene�tted a great deal from
the Green Revolution,
Haryana saw the
embourgeoisement of low
income groups. These
groups which got economic
empowerment because of a
technological change looked
to improve their political

clout. Legislative
interventions such as
women’s reservation in
panchayat elections and
minimum educational
quali�cations became a
positive reinforcement. As
the writer says, “it was more
due to default rather than
design” that the interplay of
new a�rmative laws and the
systematic challenges for
males to contest elections
led to more political
participation of women.
Still, these women are a
shadow of their male
relatives.
Indhumathi S.,

Chennai

Relevance of Article 35A 
Though Jammu and Kashmir
Chief Minister Mehbooba
Mufti is perfectly entitled to
her opinion that Article 35A
should be retained in the
best interests of her State
and the country as a whole,
her remark, “any attempt to
tinker with it ... and India
will not get a shoulder to
carry its national �ag in
J&K”, is in bad taste (“Centre
likely to di�er with J&K on
Art. 35A”, August 15). Article
35A was drafted to

safeguard the distinctive
identity of the State. And in
the present circumstances,
it may be necessary to
continue the ‘status quo’ as
long as the people of that
State want it. The Supreme
Court is already hearing a
Public Interest Litigation on
the constitutional validity of
the Article. The process of
discussion, dialogue and
debate can eventually lead
to convergence. 
Raghavan Sampath,

Chennai

■ The accepted petition
against the constitutionality
of Articles 35A and 370
throws open many
questions, the primary one
being whether the Supreme
Court is competent to
decide on the
constitutionality of a
constitutional provision.
The second one stems from
the attitude of the Union
Government, led by the BJP.
Ordinarily, it is the duty of
the state to argue in favour
of the constitutionality of
any impugned provision. It
was not unexpected,
however, when the Attorney
General suggested that we

should have a larger debate
on Article 35A. Does this
mean that apart from Article
368 which deals with the
power and procedure of
amending the Constitution
(a tardy process), the
government has found a
shorter way to get it done?
Although presumption of
constitutionality is a
principle of law, it might
perhaps function di�erently
when the might of the state
is against a law. Another
question that arises is
whether there would be a
di�erent result if the Union
Government is led by a
party which believes in
Articles 370 and 35A. Before
looking into the
constitutionality of the
Articles, the Supreme Court
has to consider all these
questions. 
Arnab Roy,

Lucknow

NEET exemption
Instead of equipping rural
children in Tamil Nadu with
the skills and ability to
compete, State politicians
have, in connivance with the
Centre, chosen the jallikattu
ordinance route. Just as the

bulls had no say in the
matter, students have no say
too in the passing of this
ordinance. Was it right to
have made students appear
for NEET, clear it, give them
hope, and then at the last
minute when all other
admissions are over, leave
them in the lurch? 
Why not publish a list of
those students who will
“reap the bene�ts” if NEET
is exempted? The whole
world will then know
whether any of these poor
village schoolchildren are
the real bene�ciaries or
whether this is another
gimmick to help the wards
of doctors, politicians or
businessmen. It is apparent
that these politicians are
trying to appease the
managements of some
schools in so-called rural
areas whose business it is to
churn out students like
robots to score well in the
State Board exams. This is a
disgusting, an alarming and
new low in medical
admissions.
Sheela Ramesh,

Chennai
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DATA POINT

India’s Independence Day this year has provided the occasion
for various assessments in the British Press and on radio and
television of where India stands to-day, 20 years after attaining
freedom. Indian students and workers are also celebrating the
anniversary in their own way in London and the provincial
centres, with meetings and cultural shows, especially got up
for the occasion. By a happy coincidence, a group of artistes
from the Kerala Kalamandalam are here [London], too, giving
Londoners an opportunity for the first time to appreciate the
Kathakali dance drama in one of the City’s leading theatres. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO AUGUST 15, 1967 (NO ISSUE ON AUGUST 16) 

India’s political stability: Praise in U.K.
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FROM ARCHIVES

In the course of the triennial report for the years 1914-17 on
vaccination in Burma the following occurs: Rangoon is never
free from small pox, but usually shows exacerbation of the dis-
ease in the year preceding the development of the epidemic in
coastal and interior districts of Lower Burma. Recent epidem-
ics in Rangoon have been less severe than formerly owing to
the improved vaccination department and more particularly
to the passing of the Vaccination Act of 1909 which permits of
examination of all incoming deck passengers of laboring
classes and their summary vaccination if found to be unpro-
tected. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO AUGUST 16, 1917 

Vaccination in Burma.

In the Nilgiris lies Gudalur
taluk, a region dotted with
patches of seemingly
pristine rainforest and
grassland. Given the as-
tonishing variety of plants
and wildlife in the area,
conserving these forest
patches is a key objective
for the forest department
and conservationists. 

For a reporter too, this
region is a great draw.
After all, where else can
you experience the pos-
sible threat of wild ele-
phants around the corner,
and simply tell others that
this experience is just an-
other day’s work? 

In this region you can
also find, after many ardu-
ous treks, hamlets where
tribal communities, in-
cluding the Kattunaickers
and Paniyas, live. These
communities still remain
marginalised, with access
to these hamlets limited.
Many of them can be
reached only after travers-
ing farmlands, trails, and
leech-infested swamps. 

Fortunately for us, the
forest department staff,
mostly anti-poaching
watchers recruited from
the local communities sur-
rounding Gudalur, are
happy to ensure that curi-
ous journalists, especially
from the English media,
are accompanied safely to
these remote locations
without being pounced
upon by a sloth bear or an
angry tusker. Or, in the
event that we are, at least
show us the direction in
which to flee. 

Once we were heading
to a hamlet where, we had
heard, the felling of indi-
genous varieties of trees
and the sporadic hunting
of game such as black-
naped hare, mouse deer,
and wild boar had been
sighted. We asked for a
local anti-poaching watch-
er’s help to help us get to
the village. He turned out
to be an affable man and
an expert animal tracker.

In his mistaken notion
that our mission was to go
see the Paniya community
living there, the forest

staffer nimbly led us
through a small Shola
forest, across a stream,
and into the hamlet, and
left us to our own devices.

After speaking to the
locals, we learned that our
information was right, and
that there was a “fixer”
who brought hunting en-
thusiasts to the village.

Asking around, we fi-
nally found his house and
peered across the door-
step. In front of us was the
organiser of the hunts and
an alleged smuggler of
scheduled timber. From
the sound of it, he seemed
to be hosting guests. We
entered unannounced.

Much to our shock, we
saw a familiar face there:
the same forest staffer
who helped us get to the
hamlet was now sipping
tea with the alleged smug-
gler and sharing what
seemed like a hilarious
story with him. That day
we realised that in these
dense forests, the lines
between the hunter and
hunted, law enforcer and
violator, blur effortlessly. 

Friend, foe, poacher, watcher
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A search for an alleged poacher had an unexpected end 

Rohan Premkumar

Born in the early ’80s, I am a border-
line millennial. It means I had a cas-
sette player once, but am on Ins-
tagram now. It also means I saw the
Internet grow out of the sweet inno-
cence of blogs, hit puberty with social
media, and reach adulthood with
fake news. It is now essentially a sales-

man with a major personality disorder.
It is safe to say that looking for personal improvement and

constructive criticism on the Internet is the equivalent of
watching a Pahlaj Nihalani �lm to understand Indian culture.
The idea of India, even culture itself, is irreversibly damaged in
the process. There are comment sections on Reddit where dig-
nity and self-respect are tightly curled up in a corner sucking
their thumbs. Now WhatsApp forwards deliver more pop psy-
chology and misogyny to the average Indian household than a
TV serial. Self-esteem in young adults is currently quanti�able
under likes, shares and comments.

It is into this steaming pile that Sarahah arrived. For the un-
initiated, Sarahah is an App that “helps you self-develop by re-
ceiving constructive anonymous feedback.” The present-day
ironies in that sentence are strong enough to tear the fabric of
conscious thought. And in the age of Aadhaar veri�cation, one
would expect the Indian populace to be more circumspect
about claims of anonymity. But it has become quite popular,
going by the speech bubbles popping up across social media
platforms.

The App was apparently designed for employees to submit
anonymous feedback to employers, but mutated along expec-
ted lines to serve secret crushes and passive-aggressive co-
workers. It is now in the hands of people like me who are oth-
erwise on WhatsApp alumni groups where marriage an-
nouncements have bottomed out, births have plateaued, and
divorcees or marathon runners are on the rise. Surprisingly,
the initial impact has been positive. Instead of triggering many
premature mid-life crises, most messages seem to be positive.
However, the risks inbuilt in such a platform are too high to
ignore.

The threat in your child’s phone
Recent incidents of young adults committing suicide that were
directly linked to the Blue Whale challenge or reportedly to
the Net�ix original “13 Reasons Why” are indicators of how
much the well-being of impressionable minds is now linked to
their online world. The threat is credible enough now that the
Central government has issued a letter to the major online
platforms to remove any links to the Blue Whale challenge.

Another veritable danger in such a messaging App is bully-
ing. Cyberbullying is harmful enough without being handed
the advantage of anonymity. When bullying moves online, it
gets much more di�cult to track; and unlike the physical play-
ing �eld or classroom, there is no escaping it even at home.

It may not be long before Sarahah descends into the online
equivalent of the wall of a passenger train toilet, and people
move on to the next viral phenomenon. But in the meantime,
the threat is real and in your children’s phones.

The Sarahah brouhaha
The initial impact has been positive, but
dangers lurk around the corner 

P.J. GEORGE
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Reflexivity
Social theory

This refers to the circular
relationship between
cause and effect in certain
social phenomena. Both
the cause and effect are
mutually reinforcing, thus
making it harder to delin-
eate the two. In the stock
market, for instance, rap-
idly rising prices can cause
more buyers to enter the
market. At the same time,
the entry of more buyers
can cause stock prices to
rise further away from
their fundamentals. This is
a good example of a posit-
ive feedback loop. The
concept of reflexivity was
made popular by Amer-
ican billionaire investor
George Soros who has
used it for the purpose of
speculation in financial
markets.
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From the annals of history:
The Hindu as published on
Aug. 15, 1947

http://bit.ly/Hindu1947
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It is 11 years since agronomist M.S. Swaminathan handed over
his recommendations for improving the state of agriculture in
India to the former United Progressive Alliance government, at
the height of the Vidarbha farmer suicides crisis, but they are
still to be implemented. To address the agrarian crisis and farm-
ers’ unrest across the country, he urged the government to take
steps to secure farmers’ income. As India marks 50 years of the
Green Revolution this year, the architect of the movement says
sustainability is the greatest challenge facing Indian agriculture.
Excerpts:

The greatest challenge
facing Indian agriculture
50 years back was
achieving self-sufficiency
in foodgrain production.
What is the greatest
challenge today? 

■ There are two major chal-
lenges before Indian agricul-
ture today: ecological and
economical. The conserva-
tion of our basic agricultural
assets such as land, water,
and biodiversity is a major
challenge. How to make agri-
culture sustainable is the
challenge. Increasing pro-
ductivity in perpetuity
without ecological harm is
the need of the hour. In Pun-
jab, and in other Green Re-
volution States, the water
table has gone down and be-
come saline. Further, during
the Green Revolution the
population was about 400-
500 million; now it is 1,300
million and it is predicted to
be 1.5 billion by 2030. The
growing population pressure
has made it pertinent to in-
crease crop yield. 

Also, the economics of
farming will have to be made
profitable to address the cur-
rent situation. We have to de-
vise ways to lower the cost of
production and reduce the
risks involved in agriculture
such as pests, pathogens,
and weeds. Today, the expec-
ted return in agriculture is
adverse to farmers. That’s

why they are unable to repay
loans. Addressing the ecolo-
gical challenge requires more
technology while the eco-
nomics requires more public
policy interventions. In my
2006 report, I had recom-
mended a formula for calcu-
lating Minimum Support
Price, C2+50% (50% more
than the weighted average
cost of production, classified
as C2 by the Commission for
Agricultural Costs and
Prices). This would raise the
current MSP and has now be-
come the clamour of farmers
and the nightmare of
policymakers.

The NDA government has
said it wants to double
farmers’ incomes by 2022.
But they haven’t
implemented the
recommendations of the
Swaminathan
Commission Report that
you submitted to the UPA
government in 2006.

■ Yes. All kinds of excuses
have been given by govern-
ments for not implementing
this recommendation like
food price inflation. But the
question is, do the farmers of
this country, who constitute
nearly half of the working
population, also not need to
eat? The government is will-
ing to pay Seventh Pay Com-
mission salaries to insulate
government servants from

inflation, but they cannot
provide a higher income for
farmers to improve their lot?
If you really look at what is
happening now, farm loan
waivers are posing a bigger
burden on the government
exchequer compared to what
higher pay for farm produce
will incur. But the govern-
ment is not prepared to give
the ₹20,000 crore or so for
farmers by way of higher
MSP. In 2009, the UPA gov-
ernment gave ₹72,000 crore
as farm loan waiver, but no
government is prepared to
take long-term steps to en-
sure the economic viability
of farming.

There are three ways to
improve the incomes of
farmers. MSP and procure-
ment is one. We also need to
improve productivity. The
marketable surplus from ag-
riculture has to be enhanced.
We should also look at mak-
ing a value addition to bio-
mass. For example, paddy
straw is a biomass product
that could be used to make
edible mushrooms. 

The incidence of farmers
committing suicides has
shown no signs of abating.
What needs to be done to
address the crisis?

■ We are not really analysing
the causes of farmer sui-
cides. Instead, we are simply
attributing it to the inability
to pay off debts. Some seri-
ous thought needs to be
given to how we could re-
duce the cost of farm pro-
duction, minimise risks and
maximise returns. The solu-
tion for ending farmer sui-
cides is not only paying com-
pensation. I’ve seen in
Vidarbha — so many men
have committed suicide and
their families are left in the
lurch. One of the first pro-
jects we initiated in Vidarbha
at that time was to rescue
children and give them edu-
cation. Farming is the most
important enterprise in this
country and farmers are an
integral part of our country.
In China, farms are owned by
the government, and farmers
are mere contractors. In our
case, land is owned by the
people. How do you treat
this largest group of entre-
preneurs? Unfortunately, all

policies today are related to
corporate powers. What
about food security and 50
crore farmers? We need to
think about them too.

The Green Revolution of
1967-68 may have
resolved the food crisis in
the short run, but the
heavy use of pesticides
and high-yielding
varieties of paddy have
resulted in environmental
degradation and loss of
biodiversity. How do we
cope with these adverse
effects?

■ After the Green Revolu-
tion, I came up with the
concept of the Evergreen Re-
volution. In this we will see
increase in farm productivity
but without ecological harm.
This will include integrated
pest management, integrated
nutrient supply, and sci-
entific water management to
avoid the kind of environ-
mental damage witnessed
during the Green Revolution.
I’ve addressed these issues in
my 2016 paper on Evergreen
Revolution. I recommended
mandatory rainwater har-
vesting and introduction of
fodder and grain legumes as
rotation crops to be adopted

by wheat farmers in States
like Punjab to ensure sustain-
ability of farming. We can
also declare fertile zones
capable of sustaining two to
three crops as Special Agri-
cultural Zones, and provide
unique facilities to farmers
here to ensure food security.
Soil health managers should
be appointed to monitor and
ameliorate the soil condi-
tions in degraded zones and
rectify defects like salinity,
alkalinity, water logging, etc.

The Prime Minister re-
cently went to Israel. We
have several practices to
emulate from there. They
have a clear sense of where
water is needed and where
it’s not. The idea of more
crops per drop has been im-
plemented well in Israel. We
should adopt those practices
here. You should see how a
water controller works in an
Israeli farm. Everything is re-
mote-controlled. They know
exactly which portion of the
field requires how much wa-
ter and release only the exact
amount. We cannot sacrifice
on productivity now, be-
cause land under crop cover
is shrinking. Post-harvest
technologies like threshing,
storage, etc. will have to be
given greater attention now.

Opinion is divided on the
benefits of genetic
modification technology
to improve yields of food
crops. Can GM technology
help address food
security challenges?

■ There are many methods
of plant breeding, of which
molecular breeding is one.
Genetic modification has
both advantages and disad-
vantages. One has to meas-
ure the risks and benefits be-
fore arriving at a conclusion.
First, we need an efficient
regulatory mechanism for
GM in India. We need an all-
India coordinated research
project on GMOs with a bio-
safety coordinator. We need
to devise a way to get the
technology’s benefit without
its associated risks. At MSSRF

(M.S. Swaminathan Research
Foundation), we used GM
technology with mangroves
to create salt-tolerant variet-
ies of rice. For this we took
the genes from the man-
groves and inserted them it
into rice. To make the most
of GM technology we must
choose a problem where
there is no other way to ad-
dress the challenge.

Barring the U.S., most
countries have reservations
about adopting GM techno-
logy. Europe has banned it
on grounds of health and en-
vironmental safety. I’d say
GM in most cases is not ne-
cessary. Normal Mendelian
breeding itself is sufficient in
most cases — 99% of what is
being done under GM initiat-
ives is not justifiable. Parlia-
ment has already suggested a
law based on the Norwegian
model where there are con-
siderable restrictions on
GMOs. 

What is the scope for
organic farming when it
comes to addressing food
security?

■ Organic farming can have a
good scope only under three
conditions. One, farmers
must possess animals for or-
ganic manure. Two, they
must have the capacity to
control pests and diseases.
Three, they should adopt ag-
ronomical methods of sow-
ing such as rotation of crops.
Even genetic resistance to
pests and diseases can help
organic farmers.

If you look at the organic
farms in Pillaiyarkuppam
near Puducherry that were
started by the Sri Aurobindo
Ashram, it is a good model to
follow for organic farming.
They have adopted the re-
quisite crop-livestock
integration.

Climate change has upset
rainfall patterns and we
have this cycle of
droughts and floods,
which has rendered
farming risky. How do we
address these challenges?

■ Both less rainfall and a
higher mean temperature af-
fect farming adversely. Cur-
rently we are witnessing
drought, excess rainfall, sea-
level rise… There are both
adaptation and mitigation
measures to follow in this re-
gard. I’ve evolved a drought
code and a flood code...
some of the recommenda-
tions I’ve made in recent
times include setting up a
multi-disciplinary monsoon
management centre in each
drought-affected district, to
provide timely information
to rural families on the meth-
ods of mitigating the effects
of drought, and maximising
the benefits of good growing
conditions whenever the sea-
son is normal. Animal hus-
bandry camps could be set
up to make arrangements for
saving cattle and other farm
animals because usually an-
imals tend to be neglected
during such crises. Special
provisions could also be
made to enable women to
manage household food se-
curity under conditions of
agrarian distress.

In the case of temperature
rise, wheat yield could be-
come a gamble. We should
start breeding varieties char-
acterised by high per day
productivity than just per
crop productivity. These will
be able to provide higher
yields in a shorter duration.

India’s ranking on the
Global Hunger Index has
become worse over the
years and we missed out
on the Millennium
Development Goal of
halving hunger. What are
the steps we should take
to address the matter?

■ India has done well in pro-
duction, but not in consump-
tion. What we are witnessing
today is grain mountains on
the one side and hungry mil-
lions on the other. The Food
Security Act must be imple-
mented properly to address
the situation. We should also
enlarge the food basket to in-
clude nutri-millets. 

‘Why can’t the government provide a higher income for farmers?’
Fifty years since the Green Revolution, the architect of the reform highlights the crisis facing Indian agriculture today

vidya venkat 
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<> The idea of more

crops per drop has

been implemented

well in Israel. We

should adopt those

practices here. 

<> Farm loan waivers are posing a bigger burden on

the government exchequer compared to what

higher pay for farm produce will incur. But the

government is not prepared to give the ₹20,000

crore or so for farmers by way of higher MSP. 
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