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Setbacks can spur leaps ahead Nobody seeks a setback, but if it does happen, you can use that as an opportunity



INNOCOLUMN R GOPALAKRISHNAN wish my readers a happy new year, full of ideas and curiosity. My curiosity was aroused by an American Chinese visitor, who said, “Every Indian has a rich environment for creativity: His or her life faces all the Cs required to be creative — chaos, challenges, curiosity, communications and channelisation.” Can challenges provoke curiosity and creativity? “Yes,” writes Modupe Akinola, Sanford Bernstein assistant professor. “Fostering creativity is vital to the modern economy, but to reach your personal best, sometimes you have to go through your worst.” (Ideas and Insights, Columbia Business School, December 9, 2016). Anecdotal evi-



I



dence links creativity to suffering. Think of the ancient Greek musician and poet, Orpheus, or the 19th century painter, Vincent van Gogh, or modern-day singer Amy Winehouse. Philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche was a tortured soul and believed that suffering spurred his creativity; Blaise Pascal, philosopher and mathematician, suffered ill-health. Poet Lord Byron wrote, “An addiction to poetry is the result of an uneasy mind in an uneasy body.” Akinola’s experiments suggest that those who receive a sharp, depressionproducing critique of their work develop low levels of a hormone (called DHEAS for the curious). Low DHEAS produces depression and emotional vulnerability and promotes high creativity. I found Akinola’s paper rather intriguing. While I mulled over her paper and its averment with curiosity, I met Kamal Shah in Hyderabad. He is a strapping, 40-something chemical engineer, who, along with Vikram Vuppala and Sandeep Gudibanda, runs a successful start-up called NephroPlus, India’s largest chain of dialysis centres. The company is about seven years old, makes a profit (as normal businesses are supposed to), caters to about 7,000



dialysis customers every year, of whom a fourth depend on public-private partnerships to fund their treatment. Almost like a dreamy visionary, Shah says: “Our aim is that our dialysis guests (not patients, please note) should radiate positive energy, be strong in the selfbelief that they can lead a full and normal life. At NephroPlus, we combine technology, ethics and guest-centricity.” Far from the cocky start-up kid profile that one reads about in the pink papers, Shah is a self-assured and passionate entrepreneur, who has already attracted three rounds of funding from investors. So is this another Gujarati guy, who has once again demonstrated the fabled entrepreneurial DNA? No, Shah leapt forward from a potentially debilitating health setback, almost as walking proof of Akinola’s hypothesis. Cut to July 14, 1997, when a gold medal-awarded chemical engineer prepared to go to the US for his MS. To get a US visa, Shah had to undergo vaccination, which revealed an unknown and rare setback: His kidneys were not functioning. How could it be? He was a superactive, healthy youngster. His energetic mind, supported by a loftily positive family, assumed that this was an aber-



ration, which would pass. Over the next few years, Shah faced hope-singeing treatments, tortuous pain, emotional trauma, a failed kidney transplant from his doting mother, and an infection arising from exposure to the 2004 Chennai tsunami. The curiosity-driven Shah, through intense internet-searching and self-education on the subject, faced up to what became a gut-wrenching reality: He would have to depend on dialysis for the rest of his life. He did not measure his DHEAS hormone, but it could well have been low. In a leap of curiosity and faith, he started a blog to share experiences with other dialysis patients. He soon got an unsolicited message from entrepreneur Vuppala, who roped in Gudibanda. The three youngsters brainstormed on whether they could provide a happy solution rather than watch the world’s largest dialysis-stricken nation fail itself psychologically: Yes, India is the diabetes capital of the world, also the country most in need of dialysis. The greatest asset of this team was that none of them knew anything about health care or dialysis. They were driven by unbridled curiosity arising out of their knowledge gap. From the patient or customer viewpoint, traditional dialysis is perceived as a huge impediment because it limits your movements, activities and is infection-prone. The internet search fired the neurons in their brains and seeded a concept into their minds: Why not



build a network of dialysis centres that puts the guest at the centre of the universe, where they are enabled to live a full, productive and long life? That would require thorough protocols and processes and a cadre of trained, dialysis technicians. They brainstormed, got some of India’s best nephrologists on board and formalised the protocols. There is an acute shortage of welltrained, qualified and ethical dialysis nurses and technicians. Well, they told themselves, NephroPlus would produce such a cadre. Enpidia, NephroPlus’ training division, was set up to recruit nurses and other undergraduates and graduates and to train them to handle dialysis guests. More than 350 Enpidia technicians support the NephroPlus dialysis centres as a living testimony to skill-building in India. It is boring and threatening for the guest to sit around for the hours required to carry out the dialysis; so NephroPlus centres provide a television, Wi-fi and internet access to keep the guest cheerful. Pick-up and drop is also arranged so that guests can come independently to the centre without depending on a family member. Listening to Shah’s story does persuade you that while nobody consciously seeks setbacks, if a setback does happen, you can take a creative leap forward.



> CHINESE



The author is a writer and corporate advisor; [email protected]



WHISPERS



In denial mode While Opposition parties, economists and traders continue to point out the negative effects of demonetisation, the government at the Centre keeps denying them. On Thursday, Commerce and Industry Minister Nirmala Sitharaman (pictured) raised that stance to another level. At a gathering of state government representatives in Delhi to discuss trade issues, Sitharaman was asked — yet again — whether her ministry had assessed the loss suffered by industry. She smiled and said, “Nahi kiya [no, (we) haven’t]” before moving on to the next question.



The importance of the Assam Rail Link Project Arguably the most remarkable project in post-Partition India, it connected the north-eastern state with the rest of the country



BIBEK DEBROY n my last column (December 17), I mentioned the delink of Assam after 1947 and Karnail Singh. Let me quote from Economic Weekly (April 18, 1953) to illustrate how important the Assam Rail Link Project (ARLP) was. I could have given it in my words, too. But a quote from 1953 seems to convey the importance better. “Of the engineering projects completed during the post-war period, none has been so remarkable as the ARLP. Its completion in record time provided the vital link between Assam and the rest of India, which was suddenly snapped by the Partition. After a rapid reconnaissance it was decided to link up the existing metre gauge systems of the Oudh and Tirhut Railway and isolated parts of the Assam Railway (both now part of North Eastern Railway). The proposed railway was to connect Kishangunj on the OTR with Amingaon in Assam. During a period of less than two years, despite adverse weather and health conditions, a 142-mile-long link was completed. It was opened to goods traffic on December 9, 1949, and to passenger traffic on January 26, 1950, the Republic Day. The Assam Link consists of four different sectors that had to be built, on



I



which modern methods were employed with good results. The first, KishanganjSiliguri, involved the conversion of 66 miles of existing two-inch gauge to metre gauge. The next section, SiliguriBagarkote, proved to be the most difficult one. Besides, the provision of a new metre gauge connection of 22 miles, a major bridge over the turbulent Tista river, had to be constructed. The next section, between Madarihat and Hasimara, though only 8.5 miles long, passes over the deceptive Torsa river, which is bridged by nine spans of 150 feet each. The fourth section, linking Alipurduar and Fakiragram, was completed with no special difficulties. The total cost of the Assam Rail Link was about ~9.3 crore, working out to ~6.5 lakh per mile. The railway runs through the Purnea district of Bihar for 40 miles, the Darjeeling and Jalpaiguri districts of West Bengal for 78 miles, Cooch Bihar in West Bengal for five miles and Goalpara district of Assam for 22 miles.” That was Economic Weekly (now Economic and Political Weekly) in 1953. Karnail Singh, of the Indian Railway Service of Engineers, was engineer-inchief for the ARLP. He wrote a book (published in 1951 by the Railway Board), A Complete Story of the Assam Rail Link Project. This is a fascinating account, though perhaps of greater interest to engineers, especially of the railway variety. ARLP was formally launched on November 8, 1947. Eventually, ARLP had headquarters in Kurseong. I can’t resist quoting a bit about Calcutta. “For any big undertaking in eastern parts of India, Calcutta is the obvious



TRAILBLAZER The Assam Rail Link was opened to goods traffic on December 9, 1949, and to passenger traffic on January 26, 1950 PHOTO FOR REPRESENTATION PURPOSE headquarters; but that great city, and, in particular, the railway world there, would brook no new organisation due to congestion already existing. At the same time it was clearly appreciated that without an office in Calcutta for supply of stores and to coordinate activities with other railways and outside administrations, work on the projected railway with any speed was not possible. Some accommodation in the business centre of Calcutta had, therefore, to be found. Entry into the Koilaghat office of the old B A Railway was secured early in December 1947, with permission to use



Why men don’twantthe jobs mostly done by women Such jobs require different skills and more often than not, pay less CLAIRE CAIN MILLER



Women have always entered male-dominated fields more than men enter female-dominated ones. There are now many female lawyers, but male PHOTO: iSTOCK nurses are still rare took the work to China and Mexico and others because the workers were replaced by robots. He has heard the promises of fast-growing jobs in the health care field: His daughter trained to be a medical technician. But he never considered it. “I ain’t gonna be a nurse; I don’t have the tolerance for people,” he said. “I don’t want it to sound bad, but I’ve always seen a woman in the position of a nurse or some kind of health care worker.” Also, health aides earn a median wage of $10.50 an hour. Dawson used to earn $18 an hour making railroad traction motors. “I was a welder — that’s all I know how to do,” said Dawson, who is living on disability insurance because he has rheumatoid arthritis. Women were hit harder than men by the decline in middle-skill jobs,



The writer is a member of the National Institution for Transforming India Aayog. The views are personal



Compliment and criticism The bonhomie between Prime Minister Narendra Modi (pictured left) and Nationalist Congress Party chief Sharad Pawar (pictured) is starting to confuse Bharatiya Janata Party leaders in Maharashtra. Modi had recently declared that it was Pawar who taught him how to walk in the political arena by holding his hand. The PM also lauded Pawar for his 50-years of “unbeaten innings” in electoral politics. When it was Pawar’s turn to return the compliment, he said Modi had to have a 56-inch chest, as he claimed, because when he spoke the listener believed what he said. In the same breath, the Maratha leader also criticised Modi on his note ban decision.



Park at your peril Next time you take the risk of parking your car in an unauthorised parking area, check that no one is watching. Roads and Highways Minister Nitin Gadkari has said that anyone parking his or her vehicle on the road or any other spot other than the designated parking area may be clicked by a passerby and that photograph may be used by the police for penal action.



> LETTERS



BUSINESS LIFE



It hasn’t been a great time to be a man without a job. The jobs that have been disappearing, like machine operator, are predominantly those that men do. The occupations that are growing, like health aide, employ mostly women. One solution is for the men who have lost jobs in factories to become health aides. But while more than a fifth of American men aren’t working, they aren’t running to these new service sector jobs. Why? They require different skills, and pay a lot less. They’re also seen as women’s work, which has always been devalued in the American labour market. The two occupations predicted by the Bureau of Labor Statistics to decline most quickly from 2014 to 2024 are locomotive firers, shrinking 70 per cent, and vehicle electronics installers and repairers, down 50 per cent. They are 96 per cent and 98 per cent male. Of the fastest-growing jobs, many are various types of health aides, which are about 90 per cent female. When men take these so-called pink-collar jobs, they have more job security and wage growth than in blue-collar work, according to recent research. But they are paid less and feel stigmatised. “The jobs being created are very different than the jobs being eliminated,” said David Autor, an economist at MIT. “I’m not worried about whether there will be jobs. I’m very worried about whether there will be jobs for low-educated adults, especially the males, who seem reluctant to take the new jobs.” Take Tracy Dawson, 53, a welder in St Clair, Missouri. He lost several jobs, some because his employers



two small rooms temporarily and gradually it expanded into a fair-sized office within that building.” “Entry” being “secured” sounds like an offensive incursion, which it probably was. Based on the ARLP experience, there are nuggets for other railway engineers. “(An) Oriya labourer is essential in this part of the country for high banks, long leads and difficult soils. He is a born artist at this work and his final dressing of formation to proper profile is almost perfect. Earthwork labourers, like the army, march on their stomach. Oriyas eat rice and not wheat. Arrangement



for rice must be made for them and in adequate quantity.” Do read the book for other nuggets. Perhaps, I should also quote from N Gopalaswami Ayyangar’s Railway Budget speech on February 21, 1950. “The economic life of these areas came to depend on the goodwill of the Pakistan government in continuing the free use of transit facilities through East Bengal. This was a risk which, the government decided, should not be allowed to remain for long. “The Assam rail link was, therefore, planned in the year 1947 and work commenced thereon in 1948. It was anticipated that under optimum conditions, the project would be completed by April 1, 1950, but as a result of the uncommon energy and skill displayed by our railway men, both engineers and other workers, in difficult and unhealthy terrain, the line was completed and opened to goods traffic on December 9, 1949, and to passenger traffic on January 26, 1950. This achievement was timely in enabling us to deal with the transport difficulties created by Pakistan action in recent months. The original plan was to build up the capacity of the line for carrying traffic gradually; but in view of the Pakistan government taking one step after another for the purpose of creating economic difficulties for India in this region, and holding up traffic in transit, both rail and waterborne, it became necessary to step up the capacity of the link rapidly to carry all traffic between Assam and the rest of India.”



according to Autor. But they have more easily moved into the expanding occupations, and earn more college degrees than men. Women have always entered maledominated fields — usually well-paid, professional ones — more than men enter female-dominated ones. There are now many female lawyers, but male nurses are still rare. One reason is that jobs done by women, especially caregiving jobs, have always had lower pay and lower status. Yet when men, especially white men, enter femaledominated fields, they are paid more and promoted faster than women, a phenomenon known as the glass escalator. Much of men’s resistance to pink-collar jobs is tied up in the culture of masculinity, say people who study the issue. © New York Times News Service



Patch-up best way out With reference to Amit Agnihotri’s report, “Congress hints at SP alliance as Akhilesh-Mulayam feud continues” (January 5), going by the statement of Ghulam Nabi Azad, the Congress incharge of affairs in Lucknow, the party seems keen to forge a pre-poll alliance with the Akhilesh Yadav faction of the fractured Samajwadi Party in Uttar Pradesh. Perhaps, the Congress hopes to sail through the turbulent political waters in the state by riding on the shoulders of the chief minister. But Azad parroted the same old story when he said that “there was also a need for secular forces to come together to defeat the ‘communal’ Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP)”. Is the Congress some holy cow? Why does he not talk about the Congress’ real intention behind seeking an alliance with Yadav despite being aware of the mess in the SP family? Azad had earlier ruled out a tie-up with the SP. This apart, what did the Congress’ UP chief ministerial candidate Sheila Dikshit mean when she said, “I am prepared to withdraw my candidature if an alliance happens with the SP”? Has the Congress realised it is already out of the reckoning? If the Akhilesh Yadav camp still joins hands with the Congress, it may suffer because the latter is a sinking ship under the immature leadership of party VicePresident Rahul Gandhi. In fact, Akhilesh Yadav should look at the writing on the wall and quickly patch up with his father and party patriarch Mulayam Singh Yadav. That would not only quash the confusion among the party’s vote bank but also enable the party to put up a strong fight in the polls. S Kumar New Delhi



Balancing act required With reference to the editorial, “‘Foreign hand’ at RBI” (January 5), choosing an outsider for the top post in a large organisation is fraught with risk, as the duel



with the freedom to dissent brings more fruitful results than conformity. Y G Chouksey Pune



EC should defer Budget



between Tata Sons and its ousted chairman, Cyrus Mistry, shows. When an organisation demands autonomy to the extent of differing with the owners, the selection of the new incumbent is a greater challenge. Viewed in this light, the government has exhibited courage in appointing the young, US-based Viral Acharya (pictured) to the key post of deputy governor of Reserve Bank of India. While his reputation as a champion of the independence of banks makes him suitable for the autonomous culture at the RBI, his critical views on public sector banks and the rule-by-centralisation style of the present government may bring him into conflict with the latter. Such a conflict is an inherent part of the job. He will also have to assuage the feelings of those within the RBI, who were eyeing the post. The experience that former RBI governor Raghuram Rajan had with the government should be a reminder to both parties that mutual understanding along



> HAMBONE



The presentation of the Union Budget days before the start of Assembly elections in five states will make a mockery of the model code of conduct that all parties must abide by. A level playing field accords sanctity to the poll process and makes it acceptable to all parties and the electorate. The Narendra Modi government’s refusal to defer the Budget does no service to the cause of democracy. Its attempt to take advantage of being the party in power cannot be rationalised. It is telling that the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) has to rely on the Budget, in addition to the prime minister’s spell, to sway voters to its side. The BJP’s insistence on the Budget date exposes its lack of confidence. The Election Commission should not be awed by the seeming invincibility of the ruling party and the prime minister; it should defer the Budget until the Assembly elections are over. G David Milton Maruthancode Letters can be mailed, faxed or e-mailed to: The Editor, Business Standard Nehru House, 4 Bahadur Shah Zafar Marg New Delhi 110 002 Fax: (011) 23720201 · E-mail: [email protected] All letters must have a postal address and telephone number
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Reigniting the economy Govt should cut taxes and abolish exemptions



A



s Finance Minister Arun Jaitley rises to present the Union Budget on February 1, he will have his task cut out. That is because the Indian economy is facing challenges on several fronts and the finance minister must go back to basics to counter the threats. Since it assumed power in May 2014, the Narendra Modi-led government has brought about a significant turnaround in the economy. Inflation is no longer the chief worry, but economic growth has remained largely range-bound and the target of growing above eight per cent has been missed in all quarters, except one. This has been the case because, for the most part, the Indian economy has been essentially running on just two (government expenditure and private consumption) of four wheels (exports and private investment being the other two). Exports growth has been disappointing; between December 2014 and May 2016, Indian exports growth stayed in the negative territory, thanks to continued subdued global demand. And private investments have contracted, at a progressively faster pace, over the previous three quarters. This is not surprising given the fact that capacity utilisation in Indian industry has been under 75 per cent, while the bulk of the banks are saddled with non-performing assets and a large chunk of businesses are over-leveraged. Even so, the economy was consistently clocking over seven per cent growth, albeit with rising worries about job creation. But the November 8 decision by the government to demonetise about 86 per cent of all currency by value has disrupted the fledgling consumption story as well. It was feared that, on the one hand, growth would tumble due to demand disruption, at least for a couple of quarters, and, on the other, the government’s revenue collection would take a significant knock, thus constraining its ability to spend itself out of this slump. Thankfully, the latter worries seem to be misplaced. On Wednesday, Mr Jaitley said the government would end this year with higher revenues for both direct and indirect taxes compared to the Budget estimates. Accordingly, as against a Budget target of a 10.8 per cent increase, indirect tax collections were up 26.2 per cent in the AprilNovember period (the first eight months of this financial year). In particular, excise collections have risen by 43.5 per cent, as against a target of 12.15 per cent, and service tax collections are higher by 25.7 per cent, as against the 10 per cent projection. Customs collections were below budgeted numbers. Even on the direct taxes front, until December 19, the net increase was more than Budget targets. Corporate tax collection was behind the target but personal income tax has yielded 23.9 per cent growth as against a target of 18.1 per cent. Given the fact that the government is more than likely to meet its revenue targets, the path for Mr Jaitley would be to return to the promise he made during his Budget speech in 2015. That February, he had underscored the need for a transformative change in direct taxation to go with the radical overhaul of indirect taxes in the form of the goods and services tax. He had lamented the fact that India had high corporate tax rates and yet the effective collection was low due to myriad exemptions. The time has come for a cut in direct taxes as well as abolishing exemptions of all kinds. With reduced interest rates, this move will be India’s best chance to restart the growth engine.



Not just Bengaluru’s shame A rising India can ill afford such bias and lawlessness



T



he mass molestation of women in Bengaluru on New Year’s Eve has aired for the global public another invidious facet of India’s deep-seated gender prejudice. This version of gender chauvinism is a slightly updated variation on an old theme; it posits a reluctant acceptance of the growing crowds of women in the workplace but within strictly defined behavioural boundaries. That means that, today, it is deemed tolerable for women to educate themselves to the highest levels, and work as accountants, bankers, hoteliers, chefs, programmers, back-office executives, marketing managers, even be chief executive officers and own and run their own businesses. Indeed, the big change in 21st century India is that the political discourse and popular culture have increasingly embraced the concept of the working woman. But when it comes to the social sphere, the stereotypes reassert themselves. Where it is okay for men to party, drink in bars and engage in noisy celebratory revelry, women appear to be judged by a different standard of behaviour. This attitude, in turn, becomes the justification for harassment by lumpen elements. Karnataka Home Minister G Parameshwara was almost West Asian in his approach, blaming the victims for being “westernised”, the sub-text being that it was they who had provoked their attackers. This worldview made him disinclined to urge the police to take action until he was forced to backtrack, using the age-old excuse of being “misquoted”. But why single out Mr Parameshwara? In 21st century India, the Ram Sene attacked women drinking in pubs in Mangaluru in 2009. And the chief ministers of Delhi and West Bengal – both women, it should be noted – had similar reactions to, respectively, a murder (2008) and a rape (2012) in their states. Sheila Dikshit deplored the “adventurousness” of young women who drive themselves home at night after a TV journalist was found murdered in her car. Small wonder, then, that Ms Dikshit was physically attacked when she appeared at a mass protest against the rape of a young paramedic in 2012, the incident that captured headlines worldwide. Mamata Banerjee questioned the victim, a mother of two, who was kidnapped from a Kolkata pub and raped, for being in a pub in the first place. More recently, Manohar Lal Khattar, chief minister of Haryana, said he wanted girls to dress “decently”. Note that none of these politicians has singled out for criticism the boorish behaviour of men. To be sure, harassment of the kind that occurred in Bengaluru represents a minuscule percentage of the oppression to which Indian women and girls are subjected within their homes by male relatives and neighbours. But in an India that has been enjoying steady economic growth, social tensions are being accentuated with growing cohorts of confident women enjoying independent incomes, careers and lifestyle choices, and confronting predatory male bigotry. History has demonstrated the power of the state in enforcing social change and leaders need to treat the harassment of women not as occasions for airing personal prejudices but for enforcing law and order. This is a practical imperative too: A rising India can no longer afford to have half its population so intimidated that its stays outside the workforce.



Anatomy of murder BOOK REVIEW MANAVI KAPUR Whenever the story of a high-profile murder breaks on the front pages, it is guaranteed to last in public memory for a long time. For one, and more obviously, it is only those murders that have the potential to generate a sustainably healthy news cycle that make the cut as front page fodder. But a murder is also vicariously sensational, infusing a mundane day with stories of revenge and devious plots. Think back to the Sheena Bora murder case, which, even almost a



year after the initial revelations, continues to grab prime real estate on news channels and newspapers whenever a development occurs. Or, for that matter, the unsolved Aarushi Talwar murder, where public opinion has been sharply divided between sympathy for her accused parents and anger and bewilderment at their assumed guilt. But what does all of this entail for a crime reporter? In The Front Page Murders, journalist Puja Changoiwala presents a behind-the-scenes reporter’s view of the Arunkumar Tikku murder in Mumbai in 2012, which eventually led to the unravelling of a complicated plot and several dismembered bodies. Reportage of the Tikku case was initially limited to the murder of a wealthy senior citizen which was deemed to deserve coverage because it highlighted the issue of security, or lack of it, for the elderly. But what



The bleak future of newspapers With paper gone, news will disappear by 2020. And, with it, the serendipity of discovering a good read will write in this column, as often as I can, about the future. Meaning what we can anticipate in the next few years, when most of us will still be around. It is said that those of us who will live on to about 2045 or so might live forever. That being the year by when it will have been possible to create an artificial intelligence so superior to man’s that all of our problems, including the biological, will be resolved. But 2045 is far away. Three decades of change at the pace of technology’s exponential growth will produce a world a hundred times more different in 2045 than 2016 is from 1986, a year I remember vividly. And we will explore and specu- AAKAR PATEL late on some aspects of it in time. Today, let me look at a shorter time frame and at a field I know well: The medium this column is being printed on. How long do newspapers have? My guess is another four years. By December 2020, we will all (those of us who are still around) have written our farewell columns. The newspaper will have lost the paper. The physical object will no longer exist and the reason is not that difficult to understand: It will make no economic sense. It already makes no sense. A 24-page broadsheet newspaper costs about ~14 to produce — that’s just the paper and the printing. It sells for ~4, of which a part is spent on distribution.
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Who or what pays for the other 80 per cent? Advertisements, which must also pay for the other costs: Journalists and staff, plus the things a business needs. This model is becoming unsustainable given the competition from modern media, which is appropriating a larger share of advertising every year. And it is being helped along by the shrinking number of newspaper buyers and readers in India. The annual readership survey has not been published in India for over two years, but we don’t need data to notice that fewer people bother with newspapers. This trend of newspaper decline has been recorded in Europe and America for decades, but because the newspaper there is not cheap (being about ~40 or more per copy) the decline has been long and slow. In India, it will come so quickly that it will take us aback. Unless existing readers can be convinced to pay more for their news, and this has been tried unsuccessfully so often that we can forget about it, there is a grim inevitability about the trajectory of the industry. The only thing left is to guess when the thing will crash. My money says before December 2020. The question is: Having lost “paper”, will the news-



REPLY TO ALL



paper retain at least “news”? No, it cannot. No daily news publication today makes enough online subscription and advertising revenue to sustain a team of editors and beat reporters, the core of a newspaper. When Donald Trump won, publications like the New York Times and the Guardian pleaded for money from readers, saying their reporting was particularly needed in this time. It has come to this. Newspapers are begging us to keep them in business as the water goes over their heads. It could be argued that something will replace the newspaper, or already has, for instance television news or social media. The limitations of the TV format have made that industry focus on debate and opinion rather than reporting. This will not change. And Twitter, however many people are plugged into it, is no real substitute for a network of reporters who work on beats. Crowd-sourced and unedited and unverified information is a different thing from the formal and focused material produced by beat reporters paid to return to the same material daily. So we must assume that “news” as we now know it, will also vanish with the newspaper. There are probably 5,000 or so full-time newspaper reporters in India today. Their input will go missing. There will still be opinion and analysis, as there is also today online, but the hard stuff will be gone. This will cripple democracy and human rights. Issues already underplayed or ignored by media today, such as the happenings in Kashmir, the Northeast and the Adivasi belt, will disappear from the national conversation. Of course, rural stories have long found no place in English papers, but the end of newspaper reporting will produce a landscape so barren that it will be terrifying. The interesting thing is: Most of us will be around to see it. The cultural move to digital is also affecting other areas. It may surprise readers to learn that Bollywood revenues are flat because the number of tickets being sold in cinema halls is falling. One would think that it is a growing industry poised in a decade to take on Hollywood. No. Fewer Indians are going to the movies. That number has been dropping for several years so we cannot blame demonetisation or anything else. The fact is that people are watching and listening to stuff on their mobile phone. The material there is often just as entertaining as what is to be found in the multiplex — and it’s usually free. There is some scope for film producers to make a little money from digital — Netflix, the caller tune, the ringtone, the wallpaper and so on. For the newspaper proprietor there is none and he will have to start making hard choices across India only a few months from now. Newspapers will lose first paper and then news, and the first sinkings will be coming up soon. The best thing about a quality newspaper is, for me, its serendipity. You flip its pages and come across unexpectedly, on your own, without a link from someone else, a good read. I will miss that most, and I hope I can provide a few such moments for you in the time we have together.



Can the EU survive populism? nother year, another threat to the European Union’s survival. The good news is that the greatest disruption of 2016, Britain’s vote to exit the European Union (EU), appears manageable. The bad news is that both France and Italy face the prospect of a populist political takeover this year. Either outcome could well spell the end of the EU. The EU has lately become a prime target for populists. The phenomenon first took hold in Greece, when the leftwing Syriza party came to power in January 2015. But Syriza was not trying to pull Greece out of the EU; rather, it wanted a better deal with the country’s creditors, who had imposed devastating austerity measures on Greek citizens. Syriza’s approach largely reflected the will of the people. In a June 2015 referendum, voters overwhelmingly rejected a deal proposed by Greece’s creditors that would have meant even more austerity. Yet the government’s DANIEL GROS acceptance of a largely unchanged deal just a few days later received broad support. Greek voters understood that better terms were not worth losing Euro Zone membership. To be sure, not everyone considered EU membership to be worth the sacrifice. But there was an air of practicality in popular criticism of the EU, which largely focused on what the EU did, especially in the economic sphere. That is why such criticism has been loudest in the countries that were hit the hardest by the euro crisis, or that faced austerity, or, more recently, that felt left behind by trade agreements. That is no longer the case. Right-wing populism has gained traction in strong economies (Austria) and in countries where the benefits of EU membership are palpable (Hungary and Poland). In France, there was never any EU-imposed austerity; even European Commission President Jean-Claude Juncker admitted that the EU’s Budget rules cannot actually be imposed on France, “because it is France.” Now, populists are focused not on what the EU does, but what it represents. Instead of asking whether the EU is making people richer or poorer, populists are focused on a more fundamental and powerful ques-



A



followed as the investigation unfolded took even the police by surprise. Ms Changoiwala writes about the events of April 2012 as they unfolded for her as a crime reporter with the Hindustan Times. The biggest strength of the book lies in the manner in which she writes, with the flair and flourish of a crime fiction writer — except that all the events narrated in the book are true. Though the book is classified as “nonfiction/true crime”, Ms Changoiwala’s employs the classic crime writer’s technique of detailing seemingly unimportant nuances, the significance of which become clear later in the story. For instance, the character sketch of Dhananjay Shinde, one of the accused, affords an insight into how a once studious and artistic boy turned into a crazed murderer. His story is one of the several pieces of the jigsaw puzzle that fall in place at the end. This certainly builds the suspense, though I found myself skipping bits to read the details of the events as they happened.



tion: “Who are we?” At a time of large-scale immigration, this shift is not surprising. Societies that have long defined themselves according to shared background and culture now must struggle with the implications of multiculturalism. That is why most observers of populist parties, especially of right-wing parties, have focused on attitudes toward foreigners and minorities. With the shift toward identity politics – a terrain that is not particularly amenable to compromise – has come a shift in attitudes toward democratic institutions. Populist leaders operate on the assumption that the will of the “people” – as defined by the populist – should not be institutionally constrained. This controverts the fundamental premise of liberal democracy: That the power of the majority must be limited, not least to protect minorities, electoral and otherwise. Limits on the power of the majority of the moment are typically achieved through what Americans call “checks and balances,” which include, for example, an independent judiciary and super-majority requirements to alter fundamental elements of the political system. And such limits usually work, at least for the most part. In the United Kingdom, for example, three high court judges ruled that only Parliament – not the government – can trigger Article 50 of the Treaty of Lisbon, the formal process for leaving the EU. But populist politicians chafe under such constraints. Hungarian Prime Minister Viktor Orbán has not only openly stated his preference for an “illiberal” democracy; he has worked to dismantle checks on his government’s power. The same goes for Poland’s populist government, whose de facto leader, Jarosaw Kaczyñski, doesn’t even hold a formal position in the administration. Given their contempt for independent institutions, it is not hard to see why populists oppose the EU, which is, in a sense, the quintessential liberal democracy: governed by impersonal rules, rather than by the majority of the moment, with most decisions requiring either a supermajority or unanimity. For populists, the EU represents sig-



Being the crime reporter for the newspaper on this case, Ms Changoiwala has the advantage of unparalleled insights into the mechanics of how crimes are reported and solved and the role the media plays in this process. A large part of the information about such cases is shared through informal channels and a journalist needs to have the kind of people skills to establish a rapport with reticent sources to encourage them to talk. The Tikku case was extensively reported in the mainstream media, but this book reveals as much about the murder as it does about society at large — from editors looking for a good story to capture their readers’ attention to the readers who revel in the gory details untouched by the plight of the victim’s family coping with loss and sweeping generalisations and speculation about their relationships. Avirook Sen’s book Aarushi, also a journalist’s account of how the investigations in the Talwar case undercut the efforts to solve it, adopted a similar approach. But unlike Mr Sen’s grim nar-



nificant added constraints that are even harder to push past than domestic checks. That makes it a problem. In another sense, however, the EU suffers from insufficient democracy: As populist leaders routinely point out, its leaders in Brussels are unelected. (Populists use similar arguments to deny the legitimacy of, say, national courts.) The reality, of course, is that democratically elected governments and parliaments install EU leaders and bureaucrats (and independent judges) precisely to place limits on the majority of the moment and future governments. But populists reframe their followers’ understanding of this system, by declaring that such officials are part of the “elite,” selected by their fellow elites to frustrate the will of the people. There is little that mainstream politicians, much less EU officials, can do to counter this narrative. Some national politicians succumb to popular pressure, adopting the rhetoric – and even the program – of their populist adversaries. But the EU can do no such thing, without effectively hastening its own demise. When the problem was what the EU did, there was a possible solution: The EU could change tack on economic issues. And, indeed, the Commission has de factoabandoned austerity. Likewise, the EU’s new trade deal with Canada, signed in October, was concluded only after working out elaborate compromises. But the EU cannot change what it represents. It cannot accept, much less advance, the notion that checks and balances are obstacles to progress, or that foreigners threaten the European way of life. It cannot offer the kinds of radical, impossible, or illiberal solutions that populists use to win support. The EU must remain a bulwark of liberal democracy, with all of its unsexy yet necessary rules and procedures. In the current environment, this lumbering embodiment of a multi-level democracy and open economy cannot compete with populists’ lofty promises. When populists fail to deliver, however, it is back to the EU that the public will run. One only hopes that there will still be an EU waiting for them. The writer is director of the Center for European Policy Studies © Project Syndicate, 2016



rative and prose style, Ms Changoiwala intersperses her story with witticisms about what a journalist’s day entails and how the chase for a good, “meaty” story sometimes dehumanises the case itself. Wry observations such as “confusion is the mother of all journalism” and “journalists don’t mind insults, it’s a part of the job description” regularly feature in the pages detailing the grimiest details of murder. But that isn’t to say the author writes this account with an insensitive relish. An introspective quality infuses the prose and Ms Changoiwala often wonders how the family of those murdered or even the accused would feel. Rather than a hurried 1,000-word copy, with a factual account of the killings, this is a calmer piece of writing that seeks to capture nuances that cannot be included in a news report. The subject of Ms Changoiwala’s narrative is gripping by its nature, so the book has that natural advantage. Combined with her almost Victorian



style of writing – where even the subtlest inflection of a man’s voice on the phone or the fear on a security guard’s face is woven into the prose – The Front Page Murders is a page-turner. It is almost like re-reading an Agatha Christie novel, that has you frantically read through the night under the surreptitious light of the mobile phone to cherish that “ah ha” moment. That said, the book could have benefitted from some brevity; it tends to drag before the writer ties up the loose ends. Ending with a cryptic observation on human behaviour, the author writes, “You and I, I realised, we made Vijay Palande [the accused].” And that probably explains why sensational murders make the front page.



THE FRONT PAGE MURDERS Inside the serial killings that shocked India Puja Changoiwala Hachette India 322 pages; ~350
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