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I
ndia’s goods and services tax regime is nearing the

end of its �rst full quarter since roll-out this July. Rev-

enue collections from the �rst month appear robust,

with just 70% of eligible taxpayers bringing in ₹95,000

crore. At this rate, the total tally could well surge close

to ₹1.2 lakh crore. This would be signi�cantly higher

than the ₹91,000 crore indirect tax target for the Centre

and the States on an overall basis. This initial trend will

need to be corroborated by in�ows for subsequent

months, but with many more taxpayers registering in

August, the GST appears to have begun well as far as the

exchequer is concerned. If revenues remain healthy,

the government would, over time, get the necessary

�scal room to rationalise multiple GST rates into fewer

slabs and possibly lower levies as a stimulus. However,

for businesses the going has been far from smooth, with

�rms of all sizes across sectors struggling to �le their

�rst set of returns under the GST due to signi�cant

glitches in the GST Network, its information technology

backbone, and issues of connectivity. The government

has extended the deadline for GST returns for the �rst

month twice, with GSTR-3 now required to be submit-

ted as late as November 10. A group of Central and State

ministers has been tasked with resolving the GSTN’s

challenges. To inspire con�dence, this group must act

not only expeditiously but also transparently — espe-

cially with regard to the GSTN’s operational capacity. 

However, as it stands now the delay in �ling returns

for the �rst, and therefore subsequent, months means

that taxpayers expecting a refund from the authorities

on taxes already paid (for example, by exporters) will

end up waiting for almost four months (for the period of

July alone). This is bound to crimp their working capital

availability and create an unjust burden on their �n-

ances, impacting their ability to scale up production

ahead of the high-turnover festive season. The problem

is most acute for exporters, for whom the Council has

now formed a special committee under the Revenue

Secretary. Provided there are no further setbacks on

these timelines, these procedural problems need to be

resolved as soon as possible for industry to be comfort-

able with this switch-over. Amid all this, the GST Coun-

cil has already changed the announced tax rates on over

100 products and services within about 75 days of the

roll-out. An ever-changing policy landscape is hardly

conducive for attracting investment. The fact that in-

dustrial output grew just 1.2% in July may not be a coin-

cidence. Clearly, a lot of things were not thought

through or tested (such as the GSTN) when the govern-

ment opted for a July 1 launch for GST instead of the

September 16 date that the constitutional changes

made last year allowed. Admitting to the errors of judg-

ment so far is essential for a genuine course correction.

Good and simple tax
A course correction is essential to �x 

the glitches in the GST regime

E
lections to the German Bundestag on September

24 come down to a simple question: will Angela

Merkel, Europe’s most in�uential politician, win

her bid for a fourth term as Chancellor? The question

appears to be a no-brainer. Except for leads in opinion

polls early in his campaign, her challenger from the So-

cial Democratic Party (SPD), Martin Schulz, has never

looked a serious contender. Conversely, Ms. Merkel, of

the Christian Democratic Union, has recovered much of

the political ground she lost in the wake of her policy to

open the doors to over a million, mostly Syrian, mi-

grants in 2015. When the SPD announced his candid-

ature in January, there was an element of novelty about

Mr. Schulz, who had been out of German politics for

long. His relatively clean record from the coalition com-

promises between the SPD and the CDU also may have

worked in his favour. But whatever advantages may

have accrued to this former president of the European

Parliament were lost when the SDP was defeated in May

in regional elections in North-Rhine Westphalia, its tra-

ditional stronghold. Moreover, there are few areas of

major political divergence between the rival candid-

ates. Not only do both leaders share a common vision

for a closer Europe, they even advocate a multi-speed

process of eurozone integration. Blurring whatever

political divisions that remain, in her 12 years as Chan-

cellor Ms. Merkel assiduously incorporated in her polit-

ical plank several of the SPD’s welfare policies. Her lead-

ership of Europe and the broader Western alliance has

become a critical factor after Britain’s vote to leave the

European Union and Donald Trump’s pursuit of an isol-

ationist course. Given this scenario, Germany’s ever-

cautious electorate is more likely to stay with experi-

ence rather than go in for an experiment. Thus, another

grand coalition between Germany’s two largest parties

is not an unlikely prospect, should the CDU and its Bav-

arian partner, the Christian Social Union, fail to secure a

majority. In the event an alliance between them does

not materialise, the Greens and the much-weakened

Free Democratic Party would be in the reckoning. 

There has been considerable anxiety about the euro-

sceptic, far-right Alternative for Germany party (AfD)

making signi�cant inroads, which would put the coun-

try’s anodyne post-War centrist politics on notice. The

AfD’s rise bears close similarities to the increase in the

popular vote of anti-immigrant xenophobic parties in

other European countries. Although Ms. Merkel and

the CDU have notched up consistently impressive leads

in recent months, opinion polls point to a sizeable pro-

portion of undecided voters. The coming week will see

the contest move to a decisive phase, although it may be

hard to speculate on who would gain from a strong

turnout. Nonetheless, there appears to be little danger

of erosion of the political centre in Germany yet, and

the verdict could �nally see o� the populist upsurge

that has threatened Europe this year.

Fourth time lucky?
Angela Merkel’s re-election as German

Chancellor seems all but certain

O
ver the past month, from
Cox’s Bazar, in the south-
east of Bangladesh, smoke

can be seen billowing into the grey
sky across the country’s border.
Villages, home to the Rohingya
community, in the fractious state
of Rakhine in western Myanmar,
are being mercilessly, horri�cally
burnt down. Nurul Islam, a 30-
year-old farmer, who had �ed to
Bangladesh by boat, told The Eco-
nomist that he left his home in My-
anmar after the military blasted
bullets on villagers and set their
houses on �re. They separated the
women and men, the magazine re-
ported, and raped Islam’s 13-year-
old sister Khadiza, proceeding to
then mutilate her body. 

Despite living for centuries in
Myanmar, the Rohingya, who are
mostly Muslim, have been denied
citizenship and have been
rendered stateless. In February, a
United Nations report had docu-
mented numerous instances of
gang rape and killings, including of
babies and young children, by My-
anmar’s security forces. Now, the
army’s viciousness, already unima-
ginably ghastly, has escalated even
further.

Unfolding catastrophe 
By any account, the Rohingya are
at the centre of a humanitarian
catastrophe of terrifying propor-
tions. On Monday, the U.N. human
rights chief, Zeid Ra’ad al-Hussein,
called on Myanmar to put an end to
this “brutal security operation”.
He termed the state’s actions
against the Rohingya as “a text-
book example of ethnic cleans-
ing”. Some would go further. In Oc-
tober, 2015, a Yale Law School
study warned that e�orts were be-
ing made not merely to forcibly dis-

place the Rohingya but towards
committing the crime of genocide
through the complete annihilation
of the ethnic group. 

Repercussions of the violence in
Myanmar are now being felt
around the globe, particularly in
nearby countries; in India, where
scores of Rohingya are lodged — re-
portedly totalling 40,000 — it must
come to us as a matter of shame
that the state is so much as consid-
ering returning the refugees back
to the jaws of not merely political
persecution but of mind-boggling
terror and savagery. Going by the
statements made by the Union
Minister of State for Home A�airs,
Kiren Rijiju, quite regrettably, it ap-
pears India might �nd itself com-
mitting a grave error of substantial
moral purport. Although he’s since
backtracked from some of his as-
sertions, Mr. Rijiju’s message, de-
livered over the course of the last
week, remains deeply troubling.
“They are doing it, we can’t stop
them from registering, but we are
not signatory to the accord on
refugees,” he said, in one inter-
view, when asked about the regis-
tration of Rohingya as refugees by
the UN High Commissioner for
Refugees. “As far as we are con-
cerned they are all illegal immig-
rants. They have no basis to live
here. Anybody who is [an] illegal
migrant will be deported.” 

These threats are not only
chilling on a humanitarian level, if
translated into action, they would
also constitute a contravention of
India’s obligations under both do-
mestic and international law. 

The case in court
Indeed, it is precisely such an argu-
ment that a pair of Rohingya
refugees, Mohammad Salimullah
and Mohammad Shaqir, have
made in a petition �led in the Su-
preme Court. Their submissions
rest on two broad planks: one, that
any deportation would violate
their fundamental rights to equal-
ity and to life, under Articles 14 and
21 of the Constitution, and, two,
that any action by India in return-
ing them to Myanmar would in-
fringe international law, particu-
larly the principle of
non-refoulement.

When the case comes up for
hearing next, on September 18, in
response, the government may ex-
pand on Mr. Rijiju’s statements. It
could point out, �rst, that India is
not bound to follow the principle
of non-refoulement, since it is not a
signatory to the 1951 U.N. Conven-
tion Relating to the Status of
Refugees, and, second, that, in any
event, any deportation would be
saved by the exceptions to the prin-
ciple, in that the Rohingya are
guilty of committing crimes

against peace and are a threat to In-
dia’s national security. On any
close examination, however, these
arguments ought to fail. 

The principle of non-refoule-
ment is articulated in Article 33 of
the 1951 Convention. It mandates
that no state shall expel or return a
refugee to “the frontiers of territor-
ies where his life or freedom would
be threatened on account of his
race, religion, nationality, mem-
bership of a particular social group
or political opinion”. However, it
allows for an exception in cases
where there are “reasonable
grounds” for regarding a refugee as
a “danger to the security of the
country.” What’s more, the Con-
vention also excludes generally
from refugee status individuals
guilty of, among other things, com-
mitting war crimes or crimes
against peace and humanity. 

Now, India is not a party to the
1951 Convention. But we need to
heed the existence of sources of
law that stretch beyond treaty ob-
ligations. These include norms of
customary international law,
where binding rules have been
crystallised as a result of the prac-
tice of states. The principle of non-
refoulement is widely regarded as
one such rule. In fact, some schol-
ars argue that the principle is so
well enshrined that it constitutes a
peremptory norm from which no
derogation whatsoever is permit-
ted. But even if one were to dis-
count such arguments, there is no
denying that non-refoulement is
now nearly universally accepted as
constituting a fundamental rule of
international law. 

At least two high courts in India
have expressly held that the coun-
try is bound to follow the principle.
In their judgments respectively in
Ktaer Abbas Habib Al Qutai� v.
Union of India (1998) and Dongh
Lian Kham v. Union of India (2015)
the Gujarat and Delhi High Courts
have virtually incorporated non-
refoulement into the guarantees of
Article 21 of the Constitution.
“[The principle’s] application,”
wrote the Gujarat High Court,

“protects life and liberty of a hu-
man being irrespective of his na-
tionality. It is encompassed in Art-
icle 21 of the Constitution, so long
as the presence of a refugee is not
prejudicial to the law and order
and security of India.” 

A foundational principle
Now, the Supreme Court in di�er-
ent cases has incorporated other
principles of customary interna-
tional law into municipal law,
where there’s no local statute em-
bodying rules to the contrary.
There’s no reason why non-re-
foulement should be treated any
di�erently. The Supreme Court
can have little option but to recog-
nise, as the Gujarat and the Delhi
High Courts have done, that non-
refoulement is a foundational prin-
ciple that creates obligations under
both domestic and international
law alike. 

On arguments concerning na-
tional security, it might well be true
that the state must be accorded an
element of latitude in shaping its
policies. But, in the absence of any
material, the government cannot
plausibly be arguing that each of
the 40,000 Rohingya constitutes a
threat to India’s safety, or that each
of them is guilty of committing
crimes against peace.

Ultimately, the petitions �led by
the Rohingya refugees are an im-
portant test of both the Supreme
Court and the Indian state’s moral
calibre. In an interview on Wed-
nesday, Mr. Rijiju urged an end to
the “chorus” branding India as a
“villain,” for its apparent stand
seeking to return the Rohingyas, a
“calibrated design,” in his view, to
“tarnish India’s image.” 

However, the present crisis goes
beyond matters of mere percep-
tion. It goes to the root of what it
means to be a civilised state, of
treating every person, irrespective
of constructs of citizenship, with
equal care, compassion and re-
spect. 

Suhrith Parthasarathy is an advocate
practising at the Madras High Court

At home and in the world
Deporting refugees would run counter to India’s obligations under domestic and international law

suhrith parthasarathy
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R
anthambore in Rajasthan is
arguably India’s most well-
known tiger reserve, aglow

with bold tigers posing for the cam-
era. It has a �erce conservation
ethic, a success story with few par-
allels. It is estimated that there are
over 60 tigers in this relatively
small tiger reserve. But what about
the future? A genetic study sug-
gests that Ranthambore’s tigers
su�er from low genetic diversity
and isolation. 

While the reserve itself is doing
well in terms of tiger numbers, it is
cut o� from other forests. This is a
microcosm for many other tiger re-
serves in India. Several are admir-
ably run with healthy tiger num-
bers, but simultaneously they are
also witness to fast-paced disturb-
ance in the landscape around
them. While numbers of tigers are
stable inside reserves, connectiv-
ity between them is getting cut o�. 

Based on a study of samples
from tiger post-mortems and col-
lection from live tigers, a new
study, which had inputs from

laboratories at the Wildlife Insti-
tute of India, the Centre for Cellu-
lar and Molecular Biology, Kerala
Veterinary and Animal Sciences
University, and Aaranyak has
found that India has three distinct
and genetically connected tiger
populations. These are in: south
India; central India, the Terai and
north-east India; and in Rantham-
bore. The Ranthambore popula-
tion has the least genetic diversity
and may su�er from isolation.
There are two issues here: popula-
tions require genetic �ow to re-
main robust; securing healthy tiger
numbers are not enough for tiger
health. Second, we are in an age of
active management. When tigers
go extinct in an area, they are �own
in or carried in from other areas —
as was done in the case of Panna
(Madhya Pradesh) and Sariska (Ra-
jasthan). It appears, prima facie,
that the problem is solved. But are
these management devices a suit-
able proxy for genetic �ow through
actual habitat corridors? 

Wild, but stranded
India has more than 60% of the
global wild tiger population. Thus,
the question is not just of today but
also of tomorrow.

Several studies suggest that ti-
gers do well in remote and dense
forest. But tigers also need new
forest to colonise, dispersing from

their natal areas as they reach
adulthood. Natural history has
viewed the tiger to be the epitome
of the ‘wild’ animal — doing well in
areas with less human disturb-
ance, taking down large prey,
keeping a distance from people,
and being �ercely territorial of
space. Modern surveillance proves
this theory demonstrating that ti-
gers will traverse long, di�cult dis-
tances to establish territories. As
examples, we have had tigers mov-
ing from Ranthambhore to Bharat-
pur (Rajasthan), from Pilibhit to
Lucknow (both Uttar Pradesh),
and from Pench (Madhya Pradesh)
to Umred (Maharashtra).

Genetically isolated or stranded
populations can su�er from ge-
netic depression, and sub-
sequently, mutations and ail-
ments. This has already happened
to species which have had stran-

ded populations such as the Flor-
ida panther and possibly the Great
Indian Bustard. While the tiger is
undoubtedly the epitome of wild-
ness, its wildness is not restricted
to being a �erce obligate carnivore
which hunts to survive, dying
when weakened. Wildness and
wildlife conservation also include
preserving ecological processes
which hold their own evolutionary
potential. A robust forest or habitat
corridor between tiger reserves is
an important means of maintain-
ing these ecological processes and
may hold the key to the survival
and adaptation of the species. 

Yet today there is a hard disreg-
ard for conservation outside pro-
tected areas. Even the cores of re-
serves are on the chopping block.
Is this because there is content-
ment that tiger numbers are stable
overall? In Madhya Pradesh, the
Ken-Betwa river interlinking pro-
ject will submerge a large part of
the Panna tiger reserve and land-
scape. A new proposed irrigation
project will submerge more than
three lakh trees in the Palamau ti-
ger reserve ( Jharkhand). New high-
way proposals which will make
wider cuts through Sariska, Kazir-
anga (Assam) and between the
Kanha and Pench reserves are be-
ing considered or implemented.
Clearly, a wildlife corridor or hab-
itat is a bad word in the lexicon of

planning and development. 

Not just numbers
The tiger story is built around a
narrative of numbers. Un-
doubtedly, numbers are import-
ant. They indicate a continuous
protection e�ort and that the hab-
itat is doing well. But numbers are
the beginning of the tiger story,
and not the end.

The fact that the forest depart-
ment carries out conservation but
does not own land outside of the
forest is an important factor. Thus
an e�ort to link reserves would
need many more stakeholders and
political will. This is not easily
done, but needs to be attempted as
a conservation priority. Rajasthan
recently created the Mukundra ti-
ger reserve for Ranthambore’s
‘spillover’ tigers. Apart from mov-
ing tigers with human interven-
tion, the corridor between the two
reserves should be strengthened
too. Other States need to start
restoring corridors or stepping
stones between forests. 

With mounting human pres-
sure, to ask for more acres of pro-
tected forests may be utopian. But
conserving workable corridors is
doable — and as science shows us,
also necessary.

Neha Sinha is a wildlife conservationist

Creating corridors of certainty
The e�ort to link tiger reserves needs many more stakeholders and political will

neha sinha
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A hapless people
The series of opinion
articles, reports and candid
accompanying pictures on
the plight of the Rohingya
have given many of us an
insight into the situation
these hapless people �nd
themselves in after having
been abandoned by their
state and forced to �ee
across hazardous terrain.
One is in agreement with the
UN human rights chief that
this is a clear example of
ethnic cleansing. Whatever
may be the political
constraints, one hopes that
India extends a humane and
compassionate approach to
these victims of violence as
it did in the yesteryear when
Bangladeshi and Sri Lankan
refugees sought asylum in
our country. May the spirit
of Buddhism triumph over
divisive and violent forces in
Myanmar. 
Leela Kallarackal,

Chennai

n Squarely blaming the
Prime Minister and the BJP
government will not solve

the problem of the Rohingya
refugees. It is a very delicate
issue which we have to
handle very carefully, going
by past experience.
Overcrowded slums,
increasing crime, undue
pressure on infrastructure
are the result of inept
handling of these issues.
Condemning any kind of
human rights violation is
appreciable but not when it
is in a partisan manner or
intentionally blaming the
present government.
K. Sasidharan,

Shivpuri, Patna

Fuel prices 
The editorial views on
keeping petrol/diesel prices
low for the consumer are
debatable (Editorial – “Slow
creep”, September 13). Low
fuel prices discourage
people from using public
transport such as buses and
trains. At least as far as
Bengaluru is concerned, for
less than the cost of a bus
ticket, people use their
two-wheelers. Unless the
cost-bene�t ratio is heavily

in favour of public
transport, it is di�cult to
wean them away from using
their own transport. This is
borne out by the fact that
the surge in metro
passengers after both lines
were commissioned is
simply a transfer of tra�c
which was carried by the
BMTC to the metro. The
BMTC has seen a drastic
reduction in its collection.
That means that there are
not too many people who
have switched to the metro
abandoning their personal
transport. We have not seen
any reduction in tra�c jams
either due to the metro. I
would say that there is a
case for a massive increase
in fuel prices and for the use
of this extra revenue to
reduce bus fares to nil if
possible. Of course it will be
political dynamite!
N.K. Raghavendran,

Bengaluru

Rahul’s comments
It is not known who advises
Rahul Gandhi as he is always
found to be negative and

commenting adversely
about the government and
the Prime Minister. As a
matter of fact, this
boomerangs on him and his
party as seen in election
results. The Congress vice-
president has also a�ected
his image by commenting
on the Prime Minister while
on foreign soil. No sensible
leader, however critical he
may be of his political foe,
especially when he is the
Prime Minister, will think of
bringing down the latter’s
image — which is the
equivalent of degrading his
own nation. It is unfortunate
that the media is giving
undue importance to Mr.
Gandhi and seems only
interested in sensationalism.
V.S. Ganeshan,

Bengaluru

n It is easy to misread Rahul
Gandhi’s speech at Berkeley
for only his ripostes against
the BJP and Prime Minister
Narendra Modi. A closer
reading will show several
takeaways that re�ect the
hard reality of Indian

politics. First of all, dynastic
politics is here to stay and
any party which is so
squeamish about it needs
only to look inside its own
fold. Second, in spite of the
cadre base that each party
boasts of, their leaders are
impervious to feedback
from the people, and more
so when the party is in
power. 
The saving grace is that
parties learn to make all the
right noises when they are
out of power. Third, every
political party in India
which aspires to rule the
world’s largest democracy
has no inner-party
democracy to show.
Partymen are bound
together by blind loyalty or
by something similar to
‘omerta’ (the unwritten
enforced silence in the
ma�a) and thus truth and
honesty are snu�ed out.
Political transparency
becomes a casualty and
service to people is reduced
merely to a game of thrones.
V. Nagarajan,

Chennai

State of agriculture
I am glad that at last
someone in our political
circles has written about the
real issues Indian
agriculture faces (“We need
to talk about rural distress”,
September 14). 
As an agrarian country with
huge tracts of arable land,
India should strive to
modernise and incentivise
the agriculture sector.
Instead, and tragically, we
seem to be doing the
opposite. 
Loan waivers are used as
election sops and not as a
measure to provide genuine
relief to farmers. 
A loan waiver should be an
exception and not the rule.
It is frightening to see the
number of farmers
abandoning agriculture.
This, along with shrinking
arable land due to
urbanisation and dwindling
water resources will result in
a serious food shortage.
Ravi Aravelli,

Cheepurupalli, Andhra Pradesh
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DATA POINT

Has the Booker Prize been
Americanised? The
£50,000 prize which was
opened up to American
writers in 2014 has since
won one of them a Booker —
Paul Beatty last year with
The Sellout — and has three
U.S. novelists in the 2017
shortlist of six announced
on Wednesday. If the British
writers were feeling a bit let
down you couldn’t blame
them — the bookmakers def-
initely were stumped — as
the American literary world
has two top prizes, The

Pulitzer and the National Book Award, which are celebrated
worldwide.

The American contenders
But �rst, what did the shortlisted American writers bring to
the table? Literary heavyweight Paul Auster’s �rst novel in
seven years, 4321, published this January, o�ers four parallel
lives for one person. When short story writer George Saunders
decided to write his debut novel, he turned to Abraham Lin-
coln to tell the story of the night the great American President
lays his young deceased son to rest. Saunders’ Lincoln in the
Bardo, an early favourite of bookmakers, was called a “master-
piece” by Zadie Smith whose Swing Time failed to make the �-
nal list. Emily Fridlund’s History of Wolves is about a disturbing
time in the life of an adolescent as she takes care of a young boy
in the Minnesota woods. A surprise omission was that of their
fellow American Colson Whitehead, even as critics wondered
if the fact that he has already won the Pulitzer Prize and the Na-
tional Book Award for his escape-from-slavery book The Un-
derground Railroad played a part.

A veteran and a novice
Of the two British writers, there’s a veteran, Ali Smith — this is
the fourth time she is being nominated — with her post-Brexit
examination of society in Autumn, and a debut novelist, Fiona
Mozley, who also happens to be the youngest on the list. The
29-year-old bookseller in York wrote her novel, Elmet, about a
family living on the margins as she commuted from London to
York.

Closer home, there was both sadness and joy with Ar-
undhati Roy’s The Ministry of Utmost Happiness and Kamila
Shamsie’s Home Fires losing out, but Mohsin Hamid’s Exit West
being picked for his story on migration and its aftermath, of
two lovers seeking to �ee a city in the throes of war. The head
of the judging panel, Baroness Lola Young, said the six
“unique and intrepid books collectively push against the bor-
ders of convention” and that they are “playful, sincere, unset-
tling, �erce... grown from tradition but also radical and con-
temporary”. She could well be talking about the books that
have been left out. We could make up a parallel list with the
writers who aren’t in the shortlist, Roy, Smith, Shamsie, Se-
bastian Barry et al, and lose nothing in quality. Now to October
17, Booker Prize day.

Stories of chance
On American domination in the Booker
list and more
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Sudipta Datta

Over 379,000 Rohingya have fled
Myanmar to neighbour-
ing Bangladesh. India
should come forward to
help the refugees. The
reasons are threefold:

maintaining a tradition of generos-
ity, and economic and strategic
factors.

A welcoming nation 
First, not only as a major power in
the region but also as the largest
democracy in the world, there are
expectations that India should ex-
tend help to the fleeing Rohingya, at
least on humanitarian grounds, and
contribute to help resolve the

conundrum. India has been histor-
ically known to be benevolent to
refugees. During the late 1980s and
early 1990s, it welcomed thousands
of refugees from Myanmar. New
Delhi not only provided basic neces-
sities such as food and shelter but
also provided refugees the neces-
sary logistics to continue their pro-
democratic movement from India. 

Another extant example of In-
dia’s magnanimity in welcoming
refugees is the presence of approx-
imately 120,000 Tibetan refugees,
residing in different parts of India.
From the first Indian Prime Minister
Jawaharlal Nehru, to the incum-
bent, Narendra Modi, India has

been providing all neces-
sary assistance to the
Tibetans, including the
government-in-exile in
McLeodganj, a suburb of
Dharamsala in Himachal
Pradesh. India is also a
home for hundreds of
thousands of refugees
from Sri Lanka, Afghanistan,
Pakistan, Bangladesh, internal
refugees from Kashmir, and even
some 40,000 Rohingya from
Myanmar.

It is understandable about the
concerns in some quarters in India
that the Islamist terrorist groups
may expand their networks through
some hard-line Rohingya. However,
since the refugees have no home to
return to, at least at the moment,
New Delhi should reconsider the

idea of deporting them.
The question one should
seriously ponder is,
where the refugees
would go if they are de-
ported at a time when
both the Myanmar and
Bangladesh governments
are refusing to accept

them as citizens?

Projects at stake
Second, peace and stability in the
Rakhine state is important for In-
dia’s economic investment. During
his September 5-7 visit to Myanmar,
Prime Minister Modi said India
shares Myanmar’s concerns over
“extremist violence” in Rakhine. 

He also emphasised the need to
bring about overall socio-economic
development in the state by under-

taking both infrastructure and so-
cio-economic projects. The contin-
ued violence in Rakhine state is
affecting India’s Kaladan Multi-
modal Transit Transport project,
aimed at developing transport infra-
structure in south-west Myanmar
and India’s Northeast. The project
includes the construction of a deep-
water port at the mouth of the
Kaladan river in Sittwe, the capital
of Rakhine state on the Bay of
Bengal. Reconciliation between the
Rohingya Muslims and the Rakhine
Buddhists is necessary for peace to
prevail. It is therefore in the eco-
nomic interest of India to show its
generosity and reach out to all
peoples of the state.

Third, it is understandable that
India does not want a strained rela-
tionship with Myanmar at this junc-

ture when New Delhi is exploring
ways to enhance its presence and
influence in Myanmar and the
Southeast Asia region through its
Act East policy. But this does not
have to be at the expense of alienat-
ing or marginalising the Rohingya. 

When there are growing calls
from the international community
to the Myanmar government to end
violence in Rakhine state and ad-
dress the Rohingya conundrum, it
would not be a wise strategic move
for India to ignore them. While the
government may take a conscious
decision to publicly support Myan-
marese leader Aung San Suu Kyi, at
the same time it should gently prod
her government to adopt a positive
attitude toward resolving the Ro-
hingya problem with the help of the
international community.

Can India ignore the Rohingya crisis?
Since the refugees have no home to return to right now,

New Delhi must show some magnanimity

Nehginpao Kipgen 
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Had the subject not
been so tragic, the lec-
ture to India by the UN
High Commissioner for
Human Rights, Zeid

Ra’ad al-Hussein, would have been
amusing. He conveniently directed
his diatribe at New Delhi and Yangon
while skipping reference to Dhaka
where the bulk of Rohingya Muslim
refugees have sought refuge.

Selective outrage
The UN apparatchik has described
the Myanmar government’s action
against the Rohingya as “ethnic
cleansing”. He may well be right in
that description. But when India

faced a similar situation in Jammu
and Kashmir in the 1990s, and
Kashmiri Pandits were “cleansed”
out of the Valley by forces aided
and abetted by Pakistan, the UN au-
thorities stayed stupefyingly silent.
Similarly, the systematic eviction of
Hindus from Pakistan that contin-
ues 70 years after Partition has
never caused outrage among the
self-appointed guardians of human
rights.

As far as the Rohingya are con-
cerned, all advice needs to be direc-
ted at the Myanmar government led
by Aung San Suu Kyi, winner of the
Nobel Peace Prize for her valiant
struggle to re-establish democracy.

There is no doubt that the
Myanmar government
has, for decades, discrim-
inated viciously against
the Rohingya, denying
them citizenship and
other basic rights.

In recent months viol-
ent attacks on them by
Myanmarese security forces have
increased manifold, forcing many
to flee to neighbouring but hostile
Bangladesh. 

Some have managed to sneak
into India too, although they are
particularly unwelcome in the
Northeast already reeling under a
steady deluge of illegal infiltrators
from Bangladesh, including
Buddhist Chakmas turfed out from
their homes in the Chittagong Hill
Tracts.

It is argued by India’s
bleeding hearts that this
country has a tradition of
sheltering those seeking
to escape persecution in
the neighbourhood, be
they Tibetans, Afghans
or many hill tribes of the
Northeast. But there is a

limit to which our overpopulated
country can accommodate without
triggering socio-economic tensions.
The presence of a large number of
immigrants from Bangladesh flood-
ing into India for better jobs, incid-
entally, has little to do with the per-
secution of minorities in that
country.

Onus on others
Initially, our government did try to
accommodate some Rohingya, re-

settling a few thousand in Jammu.
But this immediately led to protests
in that region. There are genuine
fears that destitute Rohingya youth
would be easy prey to Pakistan’s
Inter-Services Intelligence and in-
ternational jihadist outfits such as
al-Qaeda among others.

Arguably, we have a natural com-
passion for those persecuted by
their own governments in South
Asia. But whereas India cannot
deny shelter to persecuted Hindus
from Pakistan or Bangladesh for
they have no other country to turn
to, that is not the case with Ro-
hingya Muslims.

It is a measure of the abject fail-
ure of the Myanmar regime that
after 70 years of Independence it
has still not integrated many of the
tribes living in that country, partic-

ularly the Rohingya. Why should In-
dia pay the price for this failure?
Further, Pakistan (including
Bangladesh or erstwhile East
Pakistan) was carved out of India
with the avowed purpose of creat-
ing a Muslim homeland. Consider-
ing Myanmar was part of British In-
dia and ruled from Delhi till 1948, it
can be argued that Myanmarese
Muslim refugees too should be ac-
commodated in that “homeland” if
necessary.

Home is home
But the home of the Rohingya is My-
anmar and they have a right to live
there. Myanmar’s unwanted chil-
dren cannot become India’s moral
burden no matter how tragic their
fate has become under a ruthless
military which has run amok.

Myanmar’s unwanted children cannot become India’s

moral burden no matter how tragic their fate
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On the reported pres-
ence of 40,000 Ro-
hingya in India, my
view is that this is a
complex problem. It is

difficult to envisage, given the
present circumstances, use of force
to send the unfortunate and suffer-
ing people back as neither Myan-
mar nor Bangladesh will accept
them. At the same time, we obvi-
ously cannot send a message that
India is willing to receive a huge
number of displaced people from
Myanmar.

There are thousands of people in
Jammu and other places in India.

The authorities are repeatedly say-
ing that they are engaged in the pro-
cess of careful scrutiny in order to
look at the specific situation, iden-
tity, background, etc. of these
people. This should be done
through a blend of vigilance,
prudence, and compassion.

As for the larger question of what
is happening in Myanmar and its
impact on Bangladesh now and on
other Southeast Asian countries
earlier, we have to recognise this is
an extremely sensitive issue within
Myanmar. The problem is not unidi-
mensional. First, there is un-
doubtedly the dimension of terror-

ism. As a result of
whatever has been hap-
pening in the Rakhine
state in the past, terrorism
has raised its ugly head
there and this has clear
links to our western neigh-
bour. Hence, it makes
sense for New Delhi to de-
velop convergence with the Myan-
mar authorities. Second, there is
the angle of development deficit. I
have been to this region, although
many years ago. The socio-eco-
nomic development of this region
has not improved — this has been a
root cause. Besides, there is the un-
derlying angle of perceived discrim-
ination and the way in which
Rakhine Muslims have been treated
virtually as second-class citizens.

A very heavy respons-
ibility rests on the
shoulders of Myanmar’s
political elite that runs
the government, the mil-
itary and Aung San Suu
Kyi. Putting the blame
only on her betrays ig-
norance of the complex

political reality within Myanmar.
We need to understand the intrica-
cies of Myanmar’s polity and the
vulnerability of democratic
elements.

The government of Myanmar
took the right step to appoint the
Kofi Annan-led Advisory Commis-
sion on Rakhine state some time
back, with notable Myanmar ex-
perts included in it. It has come out
with a comprehensive report,

which needs to be considered seri-
ously by the authorities in Myan-
mar. We, as neighbours, should also
study it carefully as it points a way
out of the very complex and tragic
problem.

High stakes for India 
The stakes for India are very high.
The issue does impact us in mul-
tiple ways. We also have to take into
consideration that it impacts negat-
ively on Bangladesh which is our
close friend, neighbour and valued
partner in South Asia. We also have
good relations with Myanmar,
which stand further strengthened
with the recent visit of Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi. India is in the
process of rejuvenating BIMSTEC
(Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-

Sectoral Technical and Economic
Cooperation), of which both coun-
tries are members. So, India may
have to play a quiet role to urge and
nurture a long-term solution to the
problem.

Even in the past, India was able
to undertake a creative tightrope
walk in Myanmar. We could nurture
good relations with the military gov-
ernment while maintaining a cor-
dial relationship with the pro-
democracy movement. The world
expects us to contribute to a lasting
solution to this problem. This is our
region. Our Act East policy de-
mands it. We should take an apolit-
ical, pragmatic position that is free
from ideological inclinations.

As told to Anuradha Raman

India may have to play a quiet role to urge and nurture 

a long-term solution to the problem
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Nuclear non-proliferation and India’s attitude to the proposed
treaty was one of the principal themes discussed at a meeting
which the Deputy Prime Minister, Mr. Morarji Desai, had last
evening [September 13, Washington] with the Defence Secret-
ary, Mr. McNamara. Mr. Desai was reported to have taken the
position that so long as the draft treaty was discriminatory in
character and relegated countries like India to the status of
second class States it would not be acceptable to India. While
he himself would never countenance India making the bomb
he would not speak for future generations of Indians or the
Governments they would elect. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO SEPTEMBER 15, 1967

Desai explains objections to nuclear treaty
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FROM ARCHIVES

The Cadet party has agreed to participate in the reconstituted
Cabinet if that will avert civil war. Fixed prices of cereals have
been doubted owing to the increased cost of transport. Mar-
tial Law has been proclaimed in Moscow. A wireless message
from Petrograd [received in London] says: M. Kerensky has is-
sued the following statement: “In accordance with the Provi-
sional Government’s decision I have been charged with the of-
fice of Chief Command of the Army. The senseless attempt at
mutiny by the late Commander-in-Chief and a small group of
Generals has ended in complete failure. The mutineers will be
delivered to the military revolutionary tribunal. The blood-
less liquidation of the mutiny shows the wisdom of the
people, army and the fleet who are loyal to the Fatherland.” 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO SEPTEMBER 15, 1917

Russian situation. 

Kelly criterion
Mathematics

A formula that is used in
gambling to determine the
amount of money that a
gambler should bet on a
particular wager to max-
imise returns while con-
trolling risk. It is named
after John Kelly, a re-
searcher who worked at
AT&T’s Bell Laboratory, in
his 1956 paper dealing
with signal noises in long-
distance communication
lines. Over the years, the
Kelly criterion has been
adopted by many investors
to help them build an ideal
investment portfolio. Ac-
cording to the criterion,
the amount of money al-
located towards different
investments should be
based on the potential re-
turn on a winning invest-
ment and the percentage
of total investments that
are likely to be successful.
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Who are the Chakmas?

http://bit.ly/Chakmas
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As acquisition of land for
national and State high-
ways becomes scarce and
the cost of construction of
roads, flyovers and bridges
goes up, the government is
now exploring using water
as a means of public
transportation.

Some challenges
With the enactment of the
National Waterways Act,
2016, the total number of
national waterways is now
111. But providing infra-
structure such as jetties,
terminals, and naviga-
tional channels continues
to pose a challenge.

Hence, the government
has proposed an amend-
ment to the Central Road
Fund Act, 2000. The Cent-
ral Road Fund (Amend-
ment) Bill, 2017 implants
‘national waterways’ into
the 2000 Act.

The Bill proposes using
a part of the cess collected
on high-speed diesel and
petrol for the upkeep of
the national and State
highways for maintaining
the infrastructure of the
national waterways. 

The Ministry of Road
Transport and Highways,
which tabled the Bill in
July 2017 in the Lok Sabha,
said national waterways
provide a cost-effective, lo-
gistically efficient and en-
vironment-friendly mode
of transport, whose devel-
opment as a supplement-
ary mode would enable di-
version of traffic from
over-congested roads and
railways. It is argued that
the waterways project de-
serves better regulation
and development across
the country.

Finding the funds
In order to suitably de-
velop national waterways,
sustainable source of fund-
ing is imperative as
budgetary support and
funds from multilateral in-
stitutions are inadequate.

In a statement on ob-
jectives and reasons for
the amendment, the Min-
istry said that “one of the
sustainable sources of
funding for the develop-
ment of waterways is to
earmark certain per cent
of cess levied and collec-
ted on high speed diesel

and petrol under the Cent-
ral Road Fund Act of
2000”. It has proposed to
provide 2.5% of the cess
on high-speed diesel and
petrol for the develop-
ment and maintenance of
national waterways. This
would accelerate the de-
velopment of national wa-
terways by utilising the
funds generated by way of
cess. It also offers incent-
ives and certainty for the
private sector to invest in
the inland waterways
transport sector.

At the current rates of
levy of cess, about ₹2,000
crore per annum is estim-
ated to be available for the
development and main-
tenance of national water-
ways. The administration
of the cess collected will
also involve some ex-
penditure. It is not pos-
sible to indicate the
quantum of expenditure
involved at this stage.
However, the expenditure
involved for this purpose
would be met out of the
budgetary provision of
each year by the Ministry
of Shipping, as approved
by Parliament.

The new highways
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ACT ONE

Part of the cess collected on high-speed diesel and
petrol may be used to maintain national waterways
Krishnadas Rajagopal
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