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In class: Gne of many low-cost non-government schools in Bangladesh with well-trained teachers who teach students with interactive lessons and joyful leaming methods.

‘ 7 ..r

An experiment in education at grassroots
level schools in Bangladesh

Swati Naravan travelled across four countries, India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Nepal, and found that even poorer neighbours were doing better

than some States in India on a range of social indicators like health, education, nutrition and sanitation

Swati Narayan

In her book, Unequal: Why India Lags
Behind lts Neighbours, academic and
activist Swati Narayan argues that India is
in the grip of "systemic and, at times,
barbaric inegualities.” As Narayan
undertook a five-year study across four
countries, India, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka
artd Nepal, she found that even poorer
neighbours were doing better than some
Indian States on a range of social
indicators like health, education, nutrition
artd sanitation, An excerpt:

Bangladeshi preschool teacher
Shaheen was only twenty-six, but she was
a dynamo, brimming with energy.
Married at the age of fifteen, despite all
odds, she'd completed her studies. Her
preschool students were able to read
better than even second-grade students
we had met in nearby schools, Shaheen
emploved a range of innovative teaching
alds, including picture cards and
abacuses. She showed her students
multiple picture cards and combined
different words phonetically making it
easler for them to grasp. Most
importantly, her students understood the
meaning of every word they read, not
only in Bengali but in English too. She was
using a learning method called the Kajoli
Early Childhood Education Model,

This asbestos-roofed classroom with
bamboo walls, virtually no ventilation and
little sunlight, was buzzing with activity
and jov. In Bangladesh, the government
does not run pre-primary schools. Across
the country, there are numerous such
learning centres operated largely by
NGOs, including BRAC (earlier called the
Bangladesh Rehabilitation Assistance
Committee).

Most of them use different technigues
of joyful learning. The Kajoli model is
based on play and peer learning.

Collective

Shaheen's inspiring early childhood
education centre was financed
collectively, The mothers' committee of
the village pooled money to pay hera
modest honorarium. The school ran for
only three hours a day, and the mothers
brought ‘khichuri’ (a mixture of rice and
lentils cooked together, often called
‘hatechpotch’ in Dhaka) by rotation for all
the children to eat together.

The young teacher was ambitious
about the future of her young students:
“You can't expect all five fingers of the
hand to be the same. But | do hope that
for some children who are intelligent, 1
am able to show them the right way. And
for those who are laggards, it is my job to
bring them ahead. A few days ago, | asked
the children what their aspirations were.
One girl wanted to be a female police
officer and did dishum dushum [boxing
meowves]. Another wanted to be a doctor,
the third a teacher. My students are so
smart that the primary school teacher
had to conduct a lottery to decide whom
to give the most marks to, as she was
flummoxed with their calibre!

Creating readers

Most people are equally
astonished when they
see my survey results,
Almost 90 per cent of the
students in grade 5
whom we tested across
twenty villages in
Panchagarh were able to
read at least a grade 2
level paragraph in
Bengali. Even in Nepal,
nearly two-thirds of the
students we tested in
grade 5 were equally
competent. But in the
twa Bihar districts, less
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than half the students could read as
fluently, These results for Bihar were
nearly identical to those in the Annual
Status of Education Report that the NGO
Pratham has been preparing for the last
decade in India. For the first time, with
the same ASER tools, my survey tested
children's learning levels across borders.
The results were crystal clear —
Bangladeshi children were strikingly
ahead.

In Bihar, amongst the children we
tested, those from more affluent families
scored markedly better than those from
poorer ones. Poorer children had less
than half the leamning competencies. This
inequality is largely due to the additional
maoney that wealthier families spend on
private schools and private tuition. In
contrast, family income did not influence
learning levels in Nepal. Even better, the
Bangladesh district had a high progressive
ratio, with pupils from the poorest
Families turning out to be better learners
than the wealthiest. Competent and
dedicated teachers trained in joyful
learning techniques, timely availability of
textbooks, scholarships for poor and
femnale students as well as the Bengali
cultural emphasis on education are all
important factors in
Bangladesh's educational
successes. [n contrast, the
repeated complaint of the
parents we met in Bihar
was that despite good
intentions, Chiel Minister
Nitish Kumar’s ‘Degree
Lao, Naukri Pao’ (Geta
Degree, Get a Job) scheme
to recruit local teachers en
masse had boomeranged
- and worsened the quality

oo of education. Many upper
caste teachers with fake

degrees had usurped these

plum jobs but were obviously unable to
teach in the classrooms,

Signs of decay

In school after school in Bihar, we noticed
clear signs of decay. In one government
school, we saw two teachers in crisp saris
sitting behind wooden desks, side-by-side,
in the same classroom. They were
apparently trying to simultaneously teach
two different grades of students who sat
on the floor in rows in front of them. In
another dimly lit classroom, possibly due
to our presence, the teacher pretended to
make the children ‘read’ in the darkness.
Many students across schools also
confided in us that their teachers beat
them mercilessly, even though corporal
punishment is strictly against the law.

In Bihar, we noticed that many
children were officially enrolled in
government schools, but did not attend
classes. A recent 2023 post-pandemic
survey by the Jan Jagran Shakti Sanghatan
found that, in government primary
schools in north Bihar, ‘only 23% of
children enrolled were present’ and
dismally concludes that ‘schoals in Bihar
seem to be in danger of mass
displacement by private coaching
centres'. My survey also confirmed that 82
per cent of students enrolled in private
schools and 44 per cent in government
schools also went for several hours of
private tuition.

On the other hand, in Bangladesh, on
an average only 35 per cent and, in Nepal,
only 29 per cent of students paid for extra
tuitions. In fact, the draft i
Education Act, that has been under
debate for the last decade, proposes an
absolute ban on all private coaching
centres, private tuition and even on the
publication of guidebooks.

Excerpted with permission from
Westland Books
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AICTE to regulate BBA and
BCA programmes with

curriculum vetted by experts

Maitri Porecha
NEW DELHI

Undergraduate (UG) cours-
es such as Bachelor of Busi-
ness Administration (BBA)
and Bachelor of Computer
Application (BCA) will be

regulated by the All India

Council for Technical Edu-

cation from 2024-25. The

AICTE released its new ap-

proval process handbook
on Wednesday, which will
remain valid for three
years from 202425 to
2026-27. The provision for
extension of approval up to
three years for well-per-
forming institutions, re-
duction in compliances re-
lated to the requirement of
land documents and no-
objection certificate from
affiliating universities and
States, and introducing off-
campus provision for well-

. performing existing insti-
- tutions within the jurisdic-

tion of affiliating universi-
ties are a few other
changes the council is
bringing about in the next
year.

The AICTE released its new.approval process handbook on
Wednesday, which will be valid for three years. DEBASISH BHADUR!

T.G. Sitharam, AICTE
Chairman, said that while
it regulates postgraduate
(PG) programmes leading
to Master’s in Business Ad-
ministration (MBA) and
Master’s in Computer Ap-
plications (MCA) degrees,
it will now also include
BBA and BCA under its reg-
ulatory umbrella. “We are
introducing a new curricu-
lum vetted by experts
across the country for UG
courses,” Mr. Sitharam
added.

Of the 8,261 institutes
the AICTE regulates with a
total approved intake of
30.49 lakh students, a ma-

jority are engineering insti-
tutes (5857) with an ap-
proved intake of 24.73 lakh
students. Others are De-
sign, Hotel Management
and Catering, Management
and Computer Applica-
tions institutes. Mr. Sitha-
ram also said that the
AICTE is easing career ad-
vancement for working
professionals in the field of
technical education by in-
troducing flexible study
timings in selected insti-
tutes.

The AICTE has also laid
out norms for granting au-
tonomy to polytechnic col-
leges from next year.
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AVAILABLE ON BARD & PIXEL

Google rolls out
Al model Gemini

NANDAGOPAL RAJAN
New Delhi, December é

GOOGLE'S MOST CAPABLE,
flexible and general Al model —
Gemini — will be available to
users across the world from
Wednesday, integrated into
Bard aswell as the latest Pixel 8
Prosmartphones.

Underlining Gemini’s“state-
of-the-art performance across
many leading benchmarks”,
Google CEO Sundar Pichai said
Gemini 1.0 is optimised for dif-
ferent sizes: Ultra, Pro,and Nano.
“Theseare thefirst modelsofthe
Gemini era and the first realisa-
tion of the vision we had when
we formed Google DeepMind
earlier this year. This new era of
models represents one of the
biggest science and engineering
efforts we have undertaken asa
company, Pichaisaidin hisnote,

Theresult of large-scale col-
laborative efforts by teams
across Google, including at
Google Research, Gemini was
built to be multimodal and
hence can “generalise and
seamlessly understand, oper-
ate across and combine differ-
ent types of information,
including text, code, audio,
image and video”. In one of the
demos, Google showcased how
Gemini can see like a human
eye,understand and evaluatein
real time,and suggest the next
course of action.

While Gemini Ultra will be
the largest and most capable
model for highly complex tasks,
Gemini Pro will be best at scal-
ingacross awide range of tasks,
and Gemini Nano will manage
on-device tasks. From today,
Gemini Nanowill beavailablein
Pixel 8 Pro, powering new fea-
tures like Summarise in the
Recorder app and Smart Reply
via Gboard,startingwith What-
sApp. Gemini will be rolled out
to more Google products and
services like Search, Ads,
Chrome and Duet Al

MULTIMODAL &
STATE OF THE ART

H To be optimised for
different sizes: Ultra,
Pro and Nano

W Gemini Ultra to be the
largest and most capable

A note said Google is
already starting to experiment
with Gemini in Search,“where
it’s making Search Generative
Experience (SGE) faster for
users, with a 40% reduction
in latency in English in the
US, alongside improvements
in quality”.

From December 13, devel-
opers and enterprise cus-
tomers will be able to access
Gemini Pro via the Gemini API
in Google Al Studio or Google
Cloud Vertex Al.Android devel-
opers will also be able to build
with Gemini NanoviaAlCore,a
newsystem capability available
inAndroid 14,starting on Pixel
8 Pro devices. Since Gemini
Ultra is still completing trust
and safety checks, it will be
available to select customers,
developers, partners and safety
and responsibility experts for
early experimentation and
feedback before it is rolled out
to developers and enterprise
customers early next year,

Meanwhile, Bard will get a
“specifically tuned version of
Gemini Pro in English for more
advanced reasoning, planning,
understanding and more” from
today. Early next year, Google
will introduce Bard Advanced,

- g
-
-
- | -

B Gemini Pro to be -best at scal-
ing across wide range of tasks

B Gemini Nano to manage
on-device tasks

SUNDAR PICHAI, CEO, GOOGLE

THIS NEW EEFA OF MODELS
REPRESENTS ONE OF THE
BIGGEST SCIENCE AND
ENGINEERING EFFORTS...

which gives users first access to
our most advanced models and
capabilities — starting with
Gemini Ultra.

Asked if Gemini has been
able to overcome issues with
hallucinations that have been
plaguing Al (artificial intelli-
gence) models since their
launch, Eli Collins, vice-presi-
dent, product, Google Deep-
Mind, told indianexpress.com:
“We have done a lot of work on
improving factuality in Gem-
ini, so we’ve improved perfor-
mance with regards to question
answering and quality, but the
LLM is still capable of halluci-
nating. When we integrate
these models with products
like Bard, we have additional
techniques to improve the
accuracy of responses.”

Google claims Gemini
Ultra’s performance “exceeds
current state-of-the-artresults
on 30 of the 32 widely-used
academicbenchmarks”used in
large language model research
and development.With ascore
of 90.0%, Gemini Ultra is the
first model to outperform
human experts on massive
multitask language under-
standing, which uses a combi-
nation of 57 subjects.



Google Ups Stakes in
Al Race with Gemml

New York: Google took its next le-
ap inartificial intelligence Wednes-
day with the launch of project Ge-
mini,an Al model trained tobehave
in human-like ways that's likely to
intensify the debate about the tech-
nology’s potential promise and pe-
rils. The rollout will unfold in pha-
ses, with less sophisticated ver-
sions of Gemini called “Nano™ and
“Pro” being immediately incorpo-
rated into Google's Al-powered
chatbot Bard and its Pixel 8 Pro
smartphone,

With Gemini providing a hel-
ping hand, Google promises Bard
will become more intuitive and
better at tasks that involve plan-
ning. On the Pixel 8 Pro, Gemini
will be able to quickly summarise
recordings made onthedeviceand
provide automatic replies on mes-
saging services, starting with
WhatsApp, according to Google.

Gemini's biggest advances
won't come until early next year
when its Ultra model will be used
to launch “Bard Advanced,” a ju-

iced-up version of the chatbot
that initially will only be offered
to a test audience.

The Al, atfirst, willonly work in
English throughout the world,
although Google executives as-
sured reportersduringabriefing
that the technology will have no
problem eventually diversifying
into other languages.

Based on a demonstration of
Gemini for a group of reporters,
Google's “Bard Advanced” might
be capable of unprecedented Al
multitasking by simultaneously
recognising and understanding
presentations involving text,
photos and video. AP
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Panel working on guidelines
on seizure of personal digital
devices, Centre tells SC

The Hindu Bureau
NEW DELHI

The government in the Su-
preme Court on Wednes-
day remained ambiguous
about framing guidelines
for investigating agencies
to follow during the sei-
zure of electronic evi-
dence from personal dev-
ices, including mobile
phones and computers,
especially of the academia
and presspersons.

A Bench headed by Jus-
tice Sanjay Kishan Kaul
said the government had
been sitting on the issue of
framing the guidelines for
nearly two years.

“When will you come
up with your guidelines,”
Justice Kaul asked Addi-
tional Solicitor-General
S.V. Raju, for the govern-
ment. Mr. Raju said a
“committee” was working
on the issue and he would
get instructions by next
week. He had been unwell
and was not able to keep
tabs on the progress
made, Mr. Raju said.
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The Supreme Court posted the
case for December 14. SHIV
KUMAR PUSHPAKAR

The court posted the
case for December 14.

Senior advocate Nitya
Ramakrishnan and advo-
cate Prasanna S. appeared
for the petitioners, Profes-
sors Ram Ramaswamy, Su-
jata Patel, M. Madhava
Prasad, Mukul Kesavan
and Deepak Malghan. Ms.
Ramakrishnan said perso-
nal electronic devices
could not be seized and
kept in the custody of
probe agencies indefinite-
ly. At most, they could
take copies of the material
or content in the devices.
The lawyer along with se-
nior advocate Siddharth
Agarwal said they had sep-

arately given their sugges-
tions for the proposed
guidelines.

“This is an immediate is-
sue. Some 300 devices have
been seized from around 90
journalists... How will you
feel if someone comes to
your house and seizes and
reads your letters... Thisis a
complete assault on journal-
istic freedom,” Ms. Ramak-
rishnan argued.

The academics have con-
tended that the seizure of
their  digital  devices
amounted to a violation of
their right to privacy and
they run the risk of losing
their life’s work when police
carry off their computers
and drives after a raid. The
case resonates with issues
raised by recent Delhi Pol-
ice raids on journalists and
activists in the NewsClick
case.

16 media collectives had
written to the Chief Justice
of India, urging judicial in-
tervention to frame norms
against the seizure of lap-
tops and mobile phones of
journalists on a whim.



Lock Aadhaar biometrics

of scammers armed with
fingerprint clones targeting
bank accounts

BARKHA KUMARI
BENGALURU, DHNS

ock vour Aadhaar bio-
Lmeu-ics to prevent theft

from your bank account,
police and cybersecurity ex-
perts say.

Their advice comes in the
wake of AEPS scammers
cloning fingerprints to clean
out the bank accounts of un-
suspecting victims.

AEPS stands for Aadhaar
Enabled Payment System. It
1s an Aadhaar-linked service
that allows a bank customer
to perform basic transactions,
like balance enquiry, cash with-
drawal and remittances. These
transactions are done in the
presence of a ‘business corre-
spondent’ or ‘bank mitra’ who
carries a swiping machine, also
called a point of sale (PoS) ma-
chine, or micro ATM. To com-
plete the transaction, users
need to provide an Aadhaar
number and bank name and
authenticate their identity via

a fingerprint or iris scan.

Cyber scammers have been
exploiting AEPS lately to rob
unsuspecting bank customers.
The operation is done remote-
ly,and no OTP or SMS verifica-
tion alert is sent during such
transactions.

Scammers lift people’s
thumb impressions from pub-
licly available documents like
property records, clone them
using silicone sheets or rubber
stamps, and use them to com-
plete AEPS transactions.

Last month, Karnataka’s
CID department advised citi-
zens to lock their Aadhaar cre-
dentials (see box). M A Saleem,
DGP, CID, Karnataka, said,
“We had received information
from 14C (Indian Cybercrime
Coordination Centre) that
Aadhaar-linked biometric de-
tails had been misused in about
700 cases across the country.”
Later, the Bengaluru police
posted a similar advisory on
social media.

‘All vuinerable’

Renu (name changed) locked
her Aadhaar credentials and
also those of her husband and
parents recently. A chance
meeting with a victim of an
AEPS fraud prompted her to
act.

The writer recalls, “A young
woman giving me a haircut at
a Basavanagudi salon looked
upset. She said Rs 3,000 had
been stolen from her bank
account. That is all she had.
She neither gotan OTP noran

SMS alert. When she went to

AEPS frauds in the past four months. PiC FOR REPRESENTATION

the cybercrime police station,
she was told, “‘Why did you not
lock your Aadhaar creden-
tials?”” That evening, Renu
locked her family’s Aadhaar
details. Saleem says everybody
who has an Aadhaar-linked
bank account is vulnerable —
not just low-income or unlet-
tered citizens.

‘Remove biometric’

AEPS frauds have reignited
the criticism against biomet-
ric authentication. “The tech-
nology to clone fingerprints
is cheap. And it was always
known,” says Srinivas Kodali,
an independent researcher
working on Aadhaar in Hy-
derabad.

Slamming the Aadhaar sys-
tem as a “broken design”, he
says, “Think of the Aadhaar
number as your username and
fingerprints as your password.
Both are public! We can fix the
design by removing biometrics
as a password.”

Locking the Aadhaar cre-
dentialsisnota“scalableidea”,
because, digital literacy in In-
dia is low, and not everybody
hasasmartphone, he explains.

Pallavi Bedi from the Cen-
tre for Internet & Society,

Bengaluru, says biometrics
should not be the only layer
of authentication. She would
like an OTP included. “As
we grow older, it becomes
harder to capture our finger-
prints, so using fingerprints for
authenticationis notreliable,”
says the senior researcher.

Watch your trail

“Whether you are enrolling for
Aadhaar or buying a new SIM
card, wipe your fingerprints
from the scanner with a hand-
kerchief or something before
walking away... Some insiders
sell fingerprints from stamp
duty papers, ink pads and oth-
er surfaces,” says Ritesh Bha-
tia, cybercrime investigator
and cybersecurity consultant
from Mumbai.

Don't ignore SMSes is an-
other of his suggestions. “With
AEPS, you can withdraw
Rs 10,000 at a time and Rs
50,000 aday. Ifyougetan SMS
alert about an unauthorised
withdrawal of Rs 10,000, you
cancall the bank to freeze your
account and save Rs 40,000,”
he explains.

Cybercrime consultant
Mukesh Choudhary from Ra-

jasthan says people should not

to prevent fraud: Experts

The advice comes in the wake

How to lock
Aadhaar
biometrics
1. Visit uidai.gov.in. Go to
‘My Aadhaar’ and ‘Aad-
haar services’. Click on
‘Lock/unlock biometrics’.
2. Download mAad-
haar app on Play Store or
App Store. Register and
click on the three dotsin

the top corner to find the
lock/unlock option.

Law says...

The Aadhaar Act, 2016,
prescribes ajail term
ofuptothreeyearsora
fine of up toRs 10,000
for unauthorised use of
Aadhaar credentials. The
Information Technology
Act, 2000, also has pro-
visions for punishment,
says advocate Akanksha
Natesan.
*1947: Itis the toll-free

Aadhaar customer care
number.

furnish Aadhaar as ID proof |
unless it is necessary. “I show
my voter [D card for mostpur- |
poses. Sharing Aadhaar can
be risky in places like hotels as
they tend to store hard copies
sometimes,” he says.

Audit agents
According to cybersecurity |
consultants, the rot lies in the
intermediary network that
operates Aadhaar equipment
and micro ATMs, and the gov-
ernment has failed to audit
them. “Severe penalties need
tobeimposed,” says Ritesh.
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Cybercrimes against children

see 32%riseinayear

MUMBAI, DHNS: The most
glaring area of concern with
child safety and protection
is the fact that children are
gradually becoming more
vulnerable to cybercrimes
and allied threats to the on-
line security of the younger
generations, as the NCRB
Report 2022 reveals.
According to the figures in
the recently released report,

~ therehavebeen 1,823 instanc-

es of children falling prey to
cybercrimes in 2022, which
represents a 32% rise over

the 1,376 cases recorded in
the previous year.

According to Puja Marwa-
ha, CEO of Child Rights and
You, what worries the most
is that children are no longer
safe from criminals on the
prowl around online spaces.
“The nature of cybercrimes
committed against children
included cyber pornography
or hosting obscene sexual ma-
terials depicting children (1,171
cases), cyberstalking/ bullying
(158 cases), and other cyber-
crimes (416 cases),” she said.
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Bengaluru

Health Department
directs DHOSs to
seal ‘fake’ clinics

This follows the recent unearthing of a sex determination racket across

Bengaluru, Mandya, and Mysuru districts

The Hindu Bureau
BENGALURU

n the wake of the re-
lcent unearthing of a

sex determination
racket across Bengaluru,
Mandya, and Mysuru dis-
tricts, the Health Depart-
ment has directed District
Health Officers (DHOs) to
enforce the Karnataka Priv-
ate Medical Establish-
ments (KPME) Act more ef-
fectively and seal ‘fake
clinics’.

In a circular issued in
this regard, State Health
Commissioner Randeep D.
has said officials have been
directed to inspect all facil-
ities and seal unauthorised
hospitals, clinics, and diag-
nostic laboratories run by
‘fake’ doctors.

“According to the KPME
Act, all private medical in-
stitutions should mandato-
rily get a KPME registra-
tion. It has been noticed
that fake doctors who do
not have the necessary
qualifications are running
clinics and laboratories il-
legally without registra-
tion. The number of fake
clinics and doctors is on
the rise. In this context, all
district and taluk health of-
ficials have been directed
to initiate appropriate ac-
tion against such facilities
and seal them,” stated the
circular.

“According to Section 19

A 2004 file photo shows activists protesting against sex
determination in Bengaluru.

of the KPME Amendment
Act, 2017, any person who
establishes or runs an un-
registered private medical
institution is liable for im-
prisonment for a term of
upto three years and a fine
of X1 lakh. If any facility is
found to be operating with-
out registration, action will
be taken to seal it till the
case is settled. Patients ad-
mitted for treatment in
such unregistered private
medical institutions should
be immediately trans-
ferred to other medical in-
stitutions and appropriate
measures should be taken
for the safety of the pa-
tients,” said Mr. Randeep.
Sources said the centre
that was allegedly used for

scanning in the recent sex
determination racket, was
not registered under the
KPME Act.

“Of the estimated
38,000 health facilities in-
cluding diagnostic centres
and laboratories in the
State, around 34,000 have
been registered under the
KPME Act,” an official in
charge of registration
added.

“Following the recent
case, we are only reiterat-
ing that the KPME Act
should be implemented
more effectively to weed
out quacks who are prac-
tising medicine on comple-
tion of some correspon-
dence courses,” the official

added.




Siddaramaiah
launches co-branded
AB-ArK health cards

N

Chief Minister Siddaramaiah and Health Minister Dinesh Gundu Rao

distributing the health card in Belagavi on Wednesday.

The Hindu Bureau
BELAGAVI

Chief Minister Siddara-
maiah on Wednesday
launched the new co-
branded Ayushman Bharat
health cards renamed as
Ayushman Bharat-Pradhan
Mantri Jan Arogya Yojana
(AB-PMJAY) - Chief Minis-
ter’s Arogya Karnataka in

Belagavi.
The new health cards
co-branded with the

Centre and the State logos
will have national portabil-
ity. Beneficiaries covered
under the health scheme
can now also avail them-
selves of treatment in oth-
er States where the AB-
PMJAY is adopted.

The new cards will also
be linked with the National
Health ID - Ayushman Bha-
rat Health Account (ABHA)
Identity number. This will
help in preserving the
medical records of benefi-
ciaries and providing easy
and effective treatment in
other States too.

Speaking on the occa-

sion, Health Minister Di-
nesh Gundu Rao said the
Health Department has set
a target of distributing
health cards to 5.9 crore
people within the next six
months.

“The new cards have
been integrated into the
AB-PMJAY national portal
and beneficiaries from the
State can get treatment un-
der the health card in oth-
er States where AB-PMJAY
is being implemented,” he
said.

“While the State govern-
ment is providing 66% of
the total grant share of the
scheme, the Union govern-
ment is providing 34%. Un-
der the scheme, families
with BPL ration cards can
get treatment worth 35
lakh per annum for one or
more members of the fami-
ly on a family floater basis.
Karnataka is the first State
to cover APL families also
under the scheme. While
the APL cardholder pays
70% of the treatment cost,
the State government will
bear 30%,” he explained.
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Key stocks benchmarks
have risen more than
13% this year

4
BLOOMBERG

ndia’s stock market value
reached more than $4 tril-
lion Tuesday for the first

- time, marking a key milestone.

for the world'sfifth-biggesteq-
uity market as it rapidly nar-
rows the gap with slumping
Hong Kong.

The market capitalisation of
companies listed on India’s ex-
changes hasrisen by $1 trillion
in less than three years, as the
South Asian market emerges
as one of the best performers
in the region as well as the
emerging world.

Already trading at all-time
high levels, India’s key stocks
benchmarks have risen more
than 13% this year and are
headed for an unprecedented
eighth-straight year of gains.
In contrast, the key Hong
Kong equity measure has fall-
en 17%, with the market’s to-
tal value dropping to less than
$4.7 trillion.

India toppled China to
become the worlds’ most
populous nation earlier this
year and has emerged as the
fastest-growing major econo-
my. Touting political stability
and strong domestic growth
potential, India has been mak-

INAiA'S StOCk market

capitalisation tops $4 triltion

Y ke
T PSR foin
€1 tihion to
2 tridhion

]

i

ing efforts to increase global
investment in its capital mar-
kets as well as industrial pro-
duction.

Foreign investors have
bought more than $15 billion
of the nation’s stocks this year
on a net basis, while domestic
funds have poured in more
than $20 hillion. This institu-
tional support has been sup-
plemented by aboomin retail
trading since the pandemic.

India has been moving from
being a consumption-oriented
economy to an economy led
by consumption as well as in-

India stock value tops $4 tn,
narrowing gap with Hong Kong

Source: Bloomberg

Source: Blcomberg
vestment, and “markets have
reacted positively and rightly
to this potential strength of the
country,” Ashish Gupta, chief
ivestment officer at Axis Mu-
tual Fund, wrote in a note.

The nation’s econom-
ic growth stands out against
a slowing globai macro back-
drop, with its gross domestic
product jumping 7.6% in the
t_hree months to September
trom a year ago. That's seen
bolstering the prospects for
Prime Minister Narendra
Modi to retain power in elec-
Llons next year.



Govt seeks Parliament nod for

Rs 1.29 lakh crore extra spending

Uneven monsoon compels
centre to expand NREGA,
fertiliser subsuly outlays

~ ARUP ROYCHOUDHURY
BENGALURU, DHNS

inance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman, on Wednes-
day, tabled in Parliament
the first supplementary de-
- mand for grants for the cur-
rent fiscal year. Init, the Centre
. sought approval to spend an
‘additional Rs 1.29 lakh crore,

primarily due to an increase

in outlay of subsidies and the
flagship rural employment
guarantee scheme (NREGA).

A supplementary demand
is tabled by a government to
seek legislative or parliamen-
tary nod to spend more than
the expenditure allocatedina
Budget. Outof the Rs1.29 Jakh
crore, Rs 58,378.21 crore will
be the additional cash outgo,
while Rs 70,968.15 crore will

FM Nlrmalasltharaman

be through savings in various
departments or additional
sources of revenue, the Fi-
nance Ministry said.

Ahead of the 2024 general
elections, the centre is seek-
ing to spend an additional Rs
13,351.8 crore on the National
Rural Employment Guarantee
scheme (NREGA), as per the
supplementary demand doc-

uments tabled on Wednesday.
This is over and above the Rs
60,000 croreallocated for the
current financial year (FY24)
inthe 2023 Union Budget.
The increased ailocation

comesonbackofunevenmon- -

soonwhichledto drought-like
conditionsinmany partsofthe
country. While the monsoon

* this year was overall 5.6% be-

low the long term average, in
some regions it was deficient
by as much as 60%.

For fertiliser subsidies, the
Centre has sought approv-
al to spend an additional Rs
13,350.81 crore, over and
above the budgeted outlay of
Rs 1.75 lakh crore, on back of
a sharp rise in international
prices. In October, the Union
Cabinet approved Rs 22,303
crore for nutrient-based fer-

tiliser subsidy (NBS) for the |
2023-24 Rabiseasonthatruns
fromOctober1,2023toMarch |
31,2024, |

For food subsidy, the Centre
is seeking approval to spend
an additional Rs 5,589 crore |
so far, over and above thebud- |
geted Rs1.97 lakh crore forthe
year. Recently, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi extended the
Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan
Anna Yojana scheme, which
provides free foodgrain to 8l
crore people, by a further five
years, over which it will cost
the exchequer Rs 11.8 lakh
crore.

For petroleum subsidies,
Rs 9,196.5 crore extra is being
sought, mostly to provide free |
LPG connections to poor house-
holds. The budgeted target for |
the year was Rs 2,257 crore.



SEBI, RBI share
concern on AIFS
masking bad loans

Reuters
MUMBAI

India’s markets regulator
and its central bank share
concerns over instances of
alternate investment funds
(AIFs) being used to mask
bad loans in the financial
system, a top official said
on Wednesday.

The Securities and Ex-
change Board of India (SE-
BI) has seen “dozens of cas-
es” of “egregious
regulatory violations” by
AlFs, such as to avoid re-
cognition of non-perform-
ing assets, Ananth Na-
rayan, a whole-time SEBI
member, said at an event

i

in Mumbai.

“(We) have shared our
concern with the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI), which
agrees with our assess-
ment,” Mr. Narayan said.

Private credit funds fall
under the broad category
of AIFs for the purpose of
regulations in India.
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‘Food prices likely shot up in Nov.

Meal plate cost estimates suggest that food prices may have hardened last month owing to rising onion and tomato prices;

Vegetarian food plates cost 9% higher in Nov. compared with last year prompted by festive demand and lower output

Vikas Dhoot
NEW DELHI

he cost of a typical
T vegetarian  food
plate in India

surged by 10% in Novem-
ber on a month-on-month
basis, owing to rising onion
and tomato prices, while
the price of a non-vegetar-
ian meal rose 5% over Oc-
tober, Crisil Market Intelli-
gence and Analytics said in
its monthly report on food
prices on Wednesday.
Coming ahead of the of-
ficial retail inflation num-
bers expected next week,
the report assumes signifi-

Pricey meals

The price of an average vegetarian meal surges to a three-
maonth high of 230.3 in November, according to CRISIL

m The rise in meal price attributed
to 58% and 35% morith-on-morith

increases in onion and tomato
prices, respectively

m Cost of pulses, whose sowing has

been lower this year, rises 21%

B Cost of non-vegetarian meal rises

at a slower pace due to marginal
decline in the price of broilers

cance as it suggests food in-
flation may have hardened
in November. In October,
even as the overall retail in-
flation eased to a four-

month low of 4.87%, food
costs for households were
virtually unchanged from
September at 6.6%.

The average vegetarian

meal costs were at a three-
month high of ¥30.3 in No-
vember, as per the report
which calculates prices
based on input costs.

Compared with Novem-
ber 2022, vegetarian food
plates cost 9% higher last
month and prices were flat
for non-vegetarian meals.
“The uptick was attributa-
ble to a substantial 58%
and 35% on-month in-
crease in onion and tomato
prices, respectively,
prompted by festive de-
mand and lower output in
the kharif season due to er-
ratic rainfall conditions,”
the research firm said.

But onion prices were
not the only trigger as the
cost of pulses, whose sow-
ing has been lower than
last year in this kharif sea-
son, surged 21%, higher
than the 18.8% uptick re-
corded in the official con-
sumer price inflation data
for October.

The cost of the non-ve-
getarian plate increased at
a slower pace than that of
the wvegetarian plate be-
cause of a marginal 1%-3%
decline in the prices of
broilers, which account for
about 50% of a non-vege-
tarian's food costs, the
firm’s analysts reckoned.




" Cll sees H2 growth
remaining resilient

Industry body lifts FY24 economic growth view to 6.8%; strong domestic

drivers, manufacturing, service sectors buttressing growth: CII President

INTERVIEW

R.Dinesh

Vikas Dhoot

ndia’s manufacturing
l and services sector

performance remains
resilient and it is best to not
take a view based on quar-
terly data, Confederation
of India Industries (CII)
President R. Dinesh said in
an interview. Excerpts:

The industrial sector
has done well in the
second quarter while
services activity seems
to have lost momentum.
What’s your assessment
of the outlook for the
second half and how is
capacity utilisation at
factories looking?

It is prudent to not form
any opinion on the perfor-
mance of any sector based
on quarterly readings. We
believe that both manufac-
turing and service sector
performance has remained
resilient. A slew of favoura-
ble policies announced by
the government in the re-
cent years such as PLI
scheme, improvement in
ease of doing business,
bringing down the cost of
doing business and logis-
tics cost... have buttressed
the strong growth posted
by the manufacturing sec-
tor. Service sector growth
has benefitted from the
post-pandemic rebound.
For the second half of
the year, we expect the
economic growth to re-
main resilient buttressed
by strong domestic growth

CM
K

drivers and support from
continued healthy perfor-
mance by manufacturing
and service sectors. In
view of this, CII has up-

graded its economic
growth outlook for the cur-
rent year to 6.8%, from
6.5% forecast earlier.

The capacity utilisation
levels are on an uptrend in
tandem with improvement
noted in private invest-
ment levels. This is also
buttressed by the latest
reading of the CII's Busi-
ness Outlook Survey,
which showed that capaci-
ty utilisation continued to
remain in a range of 75-
100% for the third consec-
utive quarter in Q2FY24,
which is noteworthy as ca-
pacity utilisation needs to
be maintained between 75-
80% to fuel fresh invest-
ments in the economy.

The RBI's monetary
policy committee is
meeting to review its
stance. Do you think
there are sectors where
investments could take
off if interest rates were
more benign?

As the macroeconomic in-
dicators in the country re-
main healthy, CII expects
RBI to maintain a status

quo on its key policy repo
rate and continue with its
emphasis on containing in-
flation and liquidity man-
agement. The policy of sta-
ble interest rates and
maintaining a balance bet-
ween growth and inflation
has been much appreciat-
ed and helped corporates
to fast-track investment de-
cisions. Moreover, | believe
that the economy has now
matured enough not to get
impacted by the rising in-
terest rate scenario.

GST revenues have been
very buoyant, with the
last two months alone
delivering ¥3.4 lakh
crore of taxes. Would
you say this is a good
time to consider
working towards
rationalisation of the
rate structure?

Initially, government had
promised to compensate
the shortfall of revenue, if
any, to the States for five
years. Now GST has stabil-
ised, and buoyancy seen in
revenue, therefore, it is
time to review the imposi-
tion of compensation cess
and further rationalisation
of GST rates.

GST rates should be sim-
plified and rationalised to a
three-rate slab structure
for ease of doing business
and reduce GST litigation
arising due to classification
issues. Essential goods and
services to be put under
exempted or 5% slab. The
slabs of 12% and 18% be
merged into one slab, say
14% or 15%. Products of
common use should be
taxed on the new slab, and
only luxury goods to be
kept under 28% slab.




Creating certamnty
Healthier inflows from GST offer policy
makers the bandwidth to fix its flaws

T he Goods and Services Tax (GST), which

turns six and a half years old this month,

has yielded almost ¥3.4 lakh crore
through October and November. While revenues
in October marked the second highest monthly
collections, November’s kitty is the third highest.
Both these months also recorded accelerated re-
venue growth after a sequence of slowing upticks
that culminated with September recording a 27-
month trough of 10.2%. October’s GST inflows
were up 13.4% and November’s by 15.1%, with re-
venues from domestic transactions up 20%, the
highest in 14 months. Festive fervour surely bol-
stered last month’s nearly ¥1.68 lakh crore of GST
revenues, which were based on transactions in
October, and that trend may persist this month as
well on the back of anticipated last-minute Dee-
pavali spending. Prior to this two-month spike,
GST revenues had crossed %1.65 lakh crore on on-
ly three occasions, which were typically driven
by year-end compliances. Now, the average
monthly collection so far in 2023-24 stands at
%1.66 lakh crore, and economists believe central
GST receipts may surpass Budget estimates even
if one factors in a relative slowdown in the final
quarter of this year.

With revenues buoyant, in no small part due
to tighter compliance and a crackdown on tax
evaders, the government must consider resetting
its ambitions and work towards making the GST a
truly good and simple tax, as it was promised to
be. At a recent industry interaction, responding
to concerns about the manner in which a spate of
GST demand notices and investigations have un-
folded in recent months, Finance Minister Nirma-
la Sitharaman said the GST is still at a stage of
moving from “uncertainty to certainty” on some
grounds and those aspects are being sorted out
now. That certainty needs to be pursued at a
broader level to provide genuine comfort to in-
vestors about India’s tax regime being stable and
predictable. For one, pending taxpayer appeals
against central GST levies have risen by a quarter
this year to hit nearly 15,000 cases by October
and it is necessary that appellate tribunals
cleared by the GST Council become operational
at the earliest to unwind this pendency and set
clear precedents for future tax treatment dis-
putes. It is equally critical to lay down a road map
to bring in excluded items such as petroleum and
electricity into the GST framework as well as the
rejig of its complicated multiple rate structure.
With the general election ahead, some dithering
on such reforms may be understandable, but the
GST Council must not lose focus of the unfinished
agenda and keep deliberating on its to-do list, so
that these steps can be fast-tracked after the Lok
Sabha election.

cM
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Over 100 sites related to job
frauds, investments blocked

The Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) said on
Wednesday that over 100 websites, which
facilitated organised illegal investments and
task-based part time job frauds have been
blocked by the government. According to an
MHA statement, these websites, which facilitated _|_
task-based organised illegal investment related to
economic crimes, were learnt to be operated by
overseas actors and were using digital
advertisement, chat messengers and mule and
rented accounts. The Indian Cybercrime
Coordination Centre, a wing of the Union Home
Ministry, through its vertical National Cybercrime
Threat Analytics Unit had last week identified
and recommended over 100 websites involved in
organised investment and task based part time
job frauds be blocked.
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Team India departs
from Bengaluru for
tour of South Africa

A

Wheels up! The all-format tour of South Africa will kickstart on
December 10. INSTAGRAM@RINKUKUMAR12

ANI
BENGALURU

The Indian cricket team
departed from Bengaluru
on Tuesday night for its
tour to South Africa. The
Men in Blue, including Rut-
uraj Gaikwad, Shreyas lIyer,
Yashasvi Jaiswal, head
coach Rahul Dravid and
Mohammed Siraj among
others, departed from
Kempegowda Internation-
al Airport.

The all-format tour of
South Africa will kickstart
on December 10 with a
three-match T20l series
which will go on till De-
cember 14.

From December 17, the
0DI leg of the white-ball se-
ries will start which will
conclude on September 21.
Seniors like skipper Rohit
Sharma, Virat Kohli and

Jasprit Bumrah will miss
the white-ball leg of the all-
format series. Suryakumar
Yadav, the No. 1 T20I batter
will lead the T201 team
while KL Rahul will be cap-
taining the ODI team.

Youngsters like Rinku
Singh, Tilak Varma, Sai Su-
darshan and Rajat Patidar
have received call-ups for
the ODI squad.

The senior players will
return for the two-match
Test series, with the first
Test in Centurion from De-
cember 26 and the second
Test at Cape Town from Ja-
nuary 3.

This red-ball leg of the
series will be the most anti-
cipated one for Indian fans
as they are yet to register a
Test series win in South
Africa. Cricket South Africa
(CSA) on Monday an-
nounced its squads.



Pankaj makes a
winning start

Easy outing: Pankaj warmed up for the challenges ahead with
breaks of 41, 44 and 34 in Group A. SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

NATIONAL BILLIARDS

Sports Bureau
CHENNAI

Pankaj Advani made a win-
ning start to his 6-red
snooker campaign on Wed-
nesday after Cyclone Mi-
chaung forced a two-day
break in the ongoing 90th
National billiards & snook-
er championships here.
Pankaj (PSPB), who won
a record 26th ISBF world
title in Doha last month,
brushed aside Sufyan
Ahmed of Karnataka 4-0 as
he warmed up for the chal-

lenges ahead with breaks
of 41, 44 and 34 in Group
A.

A total of 64 players
have been divided equally
into 16 groups for the main
draw round-robin league,
with the top two from each
qualifying for the knock-
outs.

Among other notable
matches of the day, last
year’s semi-finalist Kamal
Chawla (RSPB) put it past
Hassan Badami (Maharash-
tra) 4-0 in Group B and Ad-
itya Mehta (PSPB) beat Vi-
jay Nichani (TN) 4-1 in
Group G.
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Arsenal notch
thrilling 4-3 win over
Luton to extend
lead at the top

v

LONDON, AFP

rsenal moved five points

clear at the top of the

emier League after

Declan Rice’s last-gasp goal

capped the leaders’ thrilling

fightback in their 4-3 win
against Luton on Tuesday.

Rocked by a pair of costly

FOOTBALL EPL

Rice magic drains Luton

Barkley benefitted from an-
othererror fromthe Spaniard.

But England midfielder Rice
had the last word to give Arse-
nal six successive wins in all
competitions since their con-
troversial VAR-aided defeat at
Newcastle.

Second-placed Liverpool
can close back to within two
points of Arsenal if they win at
bottom-of-the-table Sheffield
United on Wednesday.

Arteta’s men have been
road warriors since the start
of last season - winning 17
away games in that period -
and the Gunners’ first trip to
Kenilworth Road for 32 years
broughttheir firstvictory at the
venue since 1984.

|
|
|
|
|
|
|

blunders from keeper Da-

vid Raya, Mikel Arteta’s side They struck first in the
trailed 3-2in the second half of 20th min when Bukayo Saka
apulsating clash at Kenilworth weaved hisway downtheright
Road. But Arsenal roared “I'm so happy. We knew it with the team, and they are all  flank for alow cross that Mar- \
back to consolidate their lead would be a big battle here, we jumping.” tinellimetwith ascuffed finish |
at the top of the table thanks made it hard for ourselves the Gabriel Martinelli had into the bottom corner from
to Kai Havertz’s equaliser and way we conceded the goals,” opened the scoring for Arse- l2ym:ds. ‘

Rice’s header deep into stop- Arteta said. “The spirit of the nal, with Luton’s Gabriel Osho In Tuesday’s other game,
page-time. team, how we fought, showed equalising and Gabriel Jesus Hwang Hee-chan sealed
The wild celebrations from our quality in the right mo- restoring the visitors’ advan-  Wolves® I-0 win against Burn-

Arteta and his players under- ments and never gave up. We tage just before half-time. ley at Muttnelgx.

lined the significanceofagritty wentforitand gotour rewards Elijah Adebayo scored L.u- Hwang'’s ninth goal of the
escape that will fuel the belief  today. ton’s second equaliser soon af-  season settled the affair when
Arsenal can finally win their “Big compliments to Luton, ter half-time thanks to thefirst he netted in the 42“‘5.] minute,

of Raya’s mistakes and Ross teedupby Matheus Cunha.

first title since 2004.

it was a tough night. I've spoken
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Editorial

THE HINDU

Thursday, December 7, 2023
BENGALURU

Lessons from the Assembly polls for the 2024 battle

lection results in the three Hindi
heartland States of Madhyva Pradesh,
Rajasthan and Chhattisgarh are being
widely celebrated in ruling circles as a
resounding semi-final victory for the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJF). Prime Minister Narendra Modi
termed it a “hat trick” and claimed it to be the
harbinger of another “hat trick in 2024,

While the BIP’s win in these three States is
quite significant, historical evidence that the
party which wins these three States goes on to
win the Lok Sabha election is mixed. The BIP won
the 2014 Lok Sabha election after its victory in the
2013 Assembly elections in these States, but it lost
to the Congress in these States in 2018, yet won
the 2019 Lok Sabha election. Two decades ago,
Prime Minister A.B. Vajpayee had launched the
“India Shining” campaign after similar victories
in the Assembly elections in 2003, only to lose
the Lok Sabha elections in 2004.

5o, there is certainly no "guarantee” of a BJP
win here. Much will depend on how the Congress
and other Opposition parties analyse the results
and the lessons they draw from the defeat to
strategise for 2024,

Many in the Opposition camp have, however,
turned despondent because their expectations
were raised by multiple exit polls predicting a
smooth win for the Congress in Chhattisgarh and
much closer contests in Madhya Pradesh and
Rajasthan. While most exit polls accurately
predicted the Congress's impressive victory in
Telangana, with even one getting the win by the
Zoram People’s Movement's (ZPM) win in
Mizoram right, why did most exit polls fail to
predict the outcomes in Chhattisgarh, Madhya
Pradesh and Rajasthan?

Results show different voting trends

The reason can be found in the different voting
trends underlying the verdict in the various
poll-bound States in 2023, In Telangana, there
was an over 9% point swing away from the
incumbent Bharat Rashtra Samithi (BRS)
compared to its vote share in 2018, which
translated into a loss of over 20 lakh votes and 49
seats. The Congress increased its vote share by
11% points and gained 45 seats from 2018,

In Mizoram, the ZPM gained 19 seats more in
2023 than its 2018 tally to secure a majority with
a 15% point swing in its favour. The incumbent
Mizo National Front (MNF) lost 2.6% points in
vote share and 16 seats compared to 2018, while

Prasenjit Bose

Is an economist
and activist

Much will
depend on how
the Congress
and other
Opposition
parties analyse
the resulis, and
the lessons they
draw from

the defeat

the Congress lost over 9% points in vote share
and four seats.

Compared to this, the incumbent Congress
governments of Rajasthan and Chhattisgarh
witnessed negative swings of 0.3% and 0.8%,
respectively. This is why the anti-incumbency
against the BRS regime in Telangana was clearly
discernible, while that against the State
governments of Rajasthan and Chhattisgarh was
not very evident.

In Madhya Pradesh, where it was in the
opposition, the Congress’s vote share eroded by
around 0.5% points. Such a small erosion in the
Congress's vote share, however, translated into
significant losses in Assembly seats across the
three States.

That is because the BJP succeeded in
increasing its vote shares by 7.6% points in
Madhya Pradesh, 2.4% points in Rajasthan and a
very significant 13.3% points in Chhattisgarh.
Even in Telangana, where it finished third, the
BjP"s vote share increased by 7% points,

The BJ managed to attract more votes from
smaller parties and independents than by denting
the Congress's vote share. For instance, the vote
share of the Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) eroded in
Madhya Pradesh by L6% points, Rajasthan by
2.3% points, Chhattisgarh by 1.8% points and
Telangana by 0.7% points. Similar declines can be
seen in the vote share of other smaller parties
and independents in Madhya Pradesh,
Chhattisgarh and Telangana. This includes the
Janta Congress Chhattisgarh { JCC) which had won
five seats with a 7.6% vote share in 2018 in alliance
with the BSP, but drew a blank in 2023,

Lok Sabha and Assembly vote share
Converting this round of Assembly polls into a
prequel of the Lok Sabha election, with the Prime
Minister leading the BJP's campaign and national
issues dominating the electoral discourse rather
than State-specific ones, helped the B[P in this
endeavour. In Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and
Chhattisgarh, the BJP's vote shares both in the
2014 and 2019 Lok Sabha elections were
considerably above its Assembly election vote
shares in 2013 and 2018, respectively, The BJP's
vote share in 2019 in these three States was
17%-19% higher than that of 2018. This is the
so-called *Modi effect”,

Conversely, the Congress's vote share has
tended to be significantly lower in the Lok Sabha
elections compared to the Assembly elections.

The vote shares of Others/Independents,
however, have fluctuated even more widely than
that of the Congress. In the 2023 Assembly polls,
while the Congress retained much of its electoral
base in the three heartland States at the 2018
level, the BIP increased its vote shares
significantly by squeezing the vote shares of
Others/Independents in all three States to their
lowest levels since 2003, This has been the key to
the BJP's sucoess.,

Electoral goals for the Opposition

The Congress and the other Oppaosition parties
can work on three strategic electoral goals before
the Lok Sabha elections in order to prevent a
repeat.

First, the Congress must try to consolidate its
base in these three heartland States through an
effective ideological campaign — not only on
government schemes and electoral promises but
also on a range of constitutional values that are
now at stake, The effort should be to ensure that
every section of the electorate that voted for the
Congress in 2023 votes for it again in 2024,

Second, the Congress and other Opposition
parties in the INDLA formation should finalise
their seat sharing arrangements without further
delay and formulate a common programme
which can provide a progressive, socially just,
equitable and substantive alternative to the
policies of the present regime. Both the Congress
as well as the stronger regional parties in INDILA
ought to display a spirit of accommodation and
unity of purpose, the absence of which was
evident during the recent Assembly poll
campaigns.

Finally, serious efforts must be made to further
broaden the INDIA coalifion by identifying and
reaching out to more potential allies. The BSP's
inclusion can certainly add value, given the
recent Assembly poll experience. Outreach could
also be made to smaller State-level parties for
inclusion in State-specific INDIA blocs in order to
take on the BIP's formidable electoral and
propaganda machine.

Engagement with parties such as the ZPM, the
Bharat Adivasi Party, the Gondwana Gantantra
Party and others, that have made a mark in this
round of Assembly elections, as also with similar
parties in other States, is imperative. This can
contribute to a diverse, motivated and
grassroots-level coalition in the run-up to the
national elections.



DECCAN HERALD

ESTABLISHED 1948

Mizoram has made
aninteresting choice

Miznram has decisively voted in favour of a new
politicalalliance, the Zoram People's Movement
(ZPM), in the recent elections. It is a six-party
alliance headed by IPS officer-turned-politician Laldu-
homa, and haswon 27 out of the 40 seats in the state As-
sembly. The Mizo National Front, which was voted out,
and the Congress had ruled Mizoram over the decades.
The MNF lost in the face of the strong anti-incumbency
sentiment, with both Chief Minister Zoramthanga and
Deputy CM Tawnluia losing theirseats. The MNF won 10
seats, the BJP two, and the Congress one. The MNF’s de-
cision to join the BJP-led NDA did not go down well with
the people and was one reason for its defeat. The ZPM,
a conglomeration of numerous groups, came into being
only in 2017. Lalduhoma has announced that the outfit
will not align with either national party. But the BJP state
president has announced that his party “will participate
in the new government which will be formed soon.”
Mizoram has faced a slew of problems. Some of them
are old and others have come to the fore now. The small
states in the North-East, with small populations and not

many resources, are most depend-

enton the Centre. Evenwith central
aid, Mizoram is in the throes of a
financial crisis. There is an influx of
refugees from Myanmar, where a
civil war has been going on for the
past two-and-a-half years. The vol-
atile situation in the neighbouring
BJP-ruled state of Manipur, where
ethnic clashes erupted in May, has
kept Mizoram on tenterhooks. The
MNF government was found want-

inginresponding to these challeng-

es. The new government has a ma- |
jor challenge in dealing with them. The ZPM promised
a corruption-free regime and an agenda of governance
with the interests of the youth at the core. This appealed
to the voters. MNF was strongly entrenched in ethnic
nationalism, with links to the Kuki-Zo tribalsin Mizoram
and the Chin people in Myanmar. The ZPM could make

the people look beyond them.

The ZPM projected itself as a force for change and
some civil society groups endorsed it. Some popular
members of the civil society contested as its candidates.
People accept new forces if they present a new agenda

and new hope. The contrast between Zoramthangaand
Lalduhoma isalsointeresting. While Zoramthangawas
a battle-scarred leader of the insurgency who joined
politics after the Mizoram Peace Accord in 1986, Laldu-
homa, asanIPS officer, had akeyrole in the negotiations
and the signing of the accord. He hastowork hard tofulfil
thepromisesthathehasmade. = . .
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LESSON FROM CHENNAL:
GIVE BACKFLOOD
PLAINS TO RIVERS

HE resilience of a city is gauged by its ability to bounce
back quickly after a calamity. Chennai is back on its feet

after the devastating cyclonic storm wreaked unparal-

leled havoc on it. But it still limps when it comes to evacu-

ating people—thousands of them are still marooned by
flood waters. However, the government’s coordinating efforts
In distributing food to the stranded and restoring electricity
and telecom lines are laudable. Most importantly, fatalities are
far fewer than in the 2015 floods.

Past floods have left a trail of destruction along the water-
ways of Adyar, Cooum, Kosasthalaiyar, Buckingham Canal
and Pallikaranai Marshland. After the 2015 floods, the storm-
water drainage system in the city was enhanced with financial
support from the World Bank and connected to the Adyar,
Cooum, and Kosasthalaiyar rivers, which ultimately empty
into the bay. But they obviously cannot take in vast amounts
of flood waters when the skies abruptly open up. Worse, their
capacity has been compromised by fast-unfolding urbanisa-
tion. Indiscriminate construction across the city has also
created obstacles for the natural flow of water. Chennai had
already received good monsoon rains, leaving the groundwater
levels healthy and blocking substantial absorption of flood
water. In 2015, an artificial flood was created by the release of
a huge amount of water overnight from the Chembaram-
bakkam lake. This year, the government was cautious and
released water in small quantities to avoid flooding the river
banks. The rainfall this year was much more than in 2015,
with Chennai receiving 43 cm in Meenambakkam and 44 em
in Perungudi on December 4. Further, the cyclone, which
hovered on and near the city for a while, made it difficult for
the rivers to empty into the bay. |

A parliamentary standing committee report after the 2015
floods blamed the real estate mafia for illegal constructions and
grabbing of water bodies and flood channels, The Flood Plain
Zoning, a concept initiated by the state public works depart-
ment then to regulate land use in flood plains, is gathering

dust. Apparently, there is no _data on the flood plain of Cooum
or Adyar, and the boundaries of these rivers are yet to be

marked. The government ought to take a serious look at ur-
banisation gobbling up large parts of flood plains and river
beds, and initiate a sincere effort to retrieve th¢ m.
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Pujara, the pitch-whisperer with a better
strike rate than Compton

BETWEEN
WICKETS
Suresh Menon

When India won a series
for the first time in England
in 1971, local restaurants
celebrated by putting on
their menu such culinary
delights as the Wadekar
cutlet, the Gavaskar curry
and the Bedi pulao. When
they beat Australia for the
first time, in 2018-19, it was
the Pujara Dance that was
the feature of the
celebration.

Skipper Virat Kohli cre-
dited Rishabh Pant with
choreographing it after the
final Test in Sydney where
Cheteshwar Pujara made
193, his third century of the
series of which Greg Baum
wrote in the Sydney Morn-
ing Herald, “Pujara set in,
like winter. He was struck 11
times, in head, ribs and
hands, and they all hurt,
but he was also the
fulcrum...”

A visibly embarrassed
Pujara struggled with his
footwork as teammates did
the Pujara Dance, unable
to get his timing right or
wait for the moment.

He had no such pro-
blems while making 521

runs in the series and play-
ing over 200 deliveries in
an innings four times.
Among those with 100-plus
Tests Pujara has a better
strike rate than Boycott, Su-
nil Gavaskar, Rahul Dravid,
Allan Border, Des Haynes,
David Boon. Overall, he
scored at a faster rate than
Denis Compton and Walter
Hammond.

Pujara remained a bug-
bear to bowlers everywh-
ere, as the game changed
before his eyes. Space for
the defensive batter in the
age of ‘maximums’ and 90-
metre sixes, had shrunk,
perhaps disappeared.
Among the moderns, Puja-
ra was the least troubled by
a maiden over. It allowed
him to study the bowler
and the conditions without
risk.

In a little over a month,
Pujara turns 36. Not in the
team for the tour of South
Africa, his future will de-
pend on how well India do
there. The Saurashtra bat-
ter is used to being criti-
cized, dropped, brought
back and then praised to
the skies. Maybe the wheel
will turn again, even if it
looks unlikely. Like Mohin-
der Amarnath, Pujara is
ready, willing and able
whenever India need spine
in the middle.

He has vacated one of

the most crucial slots, the
No. 3 occupied by Rahul
Dravid. When Pujara made
his debut against Australia
with a cultured 72 in Ben-
galuru, he was 22. Dravid
said the youngster was a
better batter than Dravid
himself had been at that
age.

To become Pujara re-
quires special skills. He
might be called the pitch-
whisperer for his ability to
understand what the 22-
yard strip is telling the
players. If he fell short of
true greatness, it was be-
cause he seldom rose
above the limitations of the
pitch. He read it well, but
could not dictate to it.

This made Pujara an ea-
sy scapegoat whenever the
Indian batting failed. He
was the target when India
lost the World Test Cham-
pionship final to Australia
earlier this year, and was
dropped for the West In-
dies tour. Shubman Gill, a
more attacking No.3 and al-
ready tasked with the job of
carrying the batting post
the Kohli-Pujara period,
filled the slot.

Cricket boards tend to
allow some players the lux-
ury of choosing when and
where they will retire. In-
dia’s board organized a se-
ries against the West Indies
s0 Sachin Tendulkar could

play his 200th Test and re-
tire at his home ground.
Even Australia, who see
cricket as a team game, al-
lowed Steve Waugh a series
of farewells while currently
David Warner is being gi-
ven a hero’s send-off.

It is unlikely that Pujara
will ask for or be given such
a farewell even if his contri-
bution to Indian cricket is
as valuable if less flashy. He
belongs to the line stretch-
ing back from Dravid and
Gavaskar to Vijay Mer-
chant, with a technique
built on sound defence cal-
culated to frustrate bowlers
over long periods. If Dravid
was the wall, Pujara is the
barrier, seeing out the fast
men before wading into the
spinners and unfurling his
array of strokes.

With Pujara, you saw the
evolution of batting as a
craft, defence giving way to
attack with the inevitability
coaches tell youngsters
about. There was too his
unspoken and unrecorded
manner of protecting his
partner, especially the
youngsters. Pujara may be
the last of his kind, a crick-
eting exemplar of Keats’s
‘negative capability’, ac-
cepting uncertainties with-
out reaching for trendiness
and false respect. He de-
serves more than a fun
dance in his name.
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