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We have to keep
the lines open

The NSA dialogue can ensure that India and
Pakistan can address their concerns directly

I

ourtake

ndian governments come up
against the force of middle-class
opinion whenever there is a terrorist attack, such as the
one in Gurdaspur this week. Public attitudes shaped by
the news media nudge South Block to adopt hardened
reactions, such as ordering reprisals and calling off
dialogue. The ministry of external affairs denied permission
to officials accompanying the Pakistan high commissioner
Abdul Basit for his visit to Punjab, but there are indications
that the Centre will go ahead with the dialogue between the
national security advisers of India and Pakistan in August.
That will be a good move. There are after all few benefits
from suspending the dialogue as that only weakens constituencies that want relations to improve while confirming the biases
of antagonistic forces, thus perpetuating a climate where the
latter’s influence can flourish. Instead, dialogue will help establish the terms of engagement between the two regimes whose
principals have not really had a chance to establish a working
equation. It offers opportunities to test assumptions on which
current policy is based. And there is a packed agenda at hand
to go through. There are, first, the specifics of the Gurdaspur
attack to dissect. Global positioning sets of the terrorists killed
show that they entered India from Pakistan, raising questions about the attack. Was this the typical case of a militant
non-State actor attempting to provoke confrontations between
governments or was this about the Pakistani military scuttling
contact between civilian governments? Direct talks will allow
India to judge the plausibility of the Pakistani narrative on
the Gurdaspur attack and they will enable a discussion on
Jammu and Kashmir, which has seen a spike in infiltration
and violence. Islamabad will also be keen on presenting its
claims about India’s alleged covert operations in Balochistan
and the tribal areas.
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Many degrees
of hopelessness
The Socio-Economic Caste Census shows that
without a real social safety net, rural India is
becoming a wasteland of distress and despair

T

he picture of rural Indian life today that
emerges from what is probably the world’s
largest study ever of household deprivation
is sobering and sombre. It describes a massive hinterland still imprisoned in persisting
endemic impoverishment, want, illiteracy and
indeed hopelessness. It tells a story that every thinking
and caring Indian must heed.
Advocates of free markets, opposed to building a welfare state, have long argued that accelerated market-led
economic growth in India has lifted millions out of want
in ways that direct state support could never have done.
They suggest that poverty is vanishing in India, and those
who still advocate large-scale public action in support of
the poor are caught in a time-warp, failing to recognise
that the lives of India’s poor have altered dramatically in
the quarter century of neo-liberal reforms. The recently
released preliminary results of the Socio-Economic Caste
Census (SECC) however tell a very different, and profoundly worrying tale.
With hand-held laptops, official enumerators were commissioned to ask members of all households in the country
a few basic questions, including what they owned, how
they earned a living, how much they earned, and how far
they had studied. Their findings tell us first that in three
in four rural households no one earns more than `5,000
a month. More than nine out of 10 rural households have
no one earning over `10,000 a month.
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Since a stagnant rural economy offers meagre opportunities, many villagers become
footloose distress migrants who will do any work on any terms
REUTERS

holds are footloose circular distress migrants, evocatively
described by labour anthropologist Jan Breman as ‘hunters
and gatherers of work’. In order to stay alive, they will
go to any corner of the country, to do any work, with any
remuneration, on any terms.
These are the migrant workers toiling in the prosperous rice, wheat, sugarcane and cotton farms of Punjab,
Haryana, Western Uttar Pradesh and Maharashtra, construction workers building high-rise structures in cities
across the country, semi-bonded workers in brick kilns
that pockmark the country, workers building roads in
conflict-endemic frontier states, and so on. Often boys
barely in their teens set out to distant lands to earn some
money to keep their families alive. But now increasingly
families migrate along with men, interrupting children’s
schooling, forcing women to bear and raise children on
dusty city streets and shanties, and leaving behind old
people in the village to starve, beg or die.
These findings are also another reminder of the potential
contributions of what has been described as the world’s
largest social protection programme, the MGNREGA.
When he dismissed this as a living monument to earlier
governments’ failures, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
demonstrated little sensitivity to the struggles of distress
migration that millions of rural households still have to
endure, which could be prevented by the State’s effective
guarantee of safe and dignified waged work in the vicinity of their homes, enabling them to escape their annual
uprooting to distant lands.

reading and writing. If they can share in India’s growth
story, it can only be in adding to its already mammoth
reserve army of cheap and footloose labour.
The SECC mandated officials to survey every single
household in the country, which contributes to its importance and credibility. It is a census, not an estimate. All
large official surveys, however, tend to neglect invisible
populations, such as forest dwellers, nomadic communities,
footloose distress migrants, bonded workers, and people
stigmatised by their vocations, sexuality or ailments.
These populations are invisible to state officials because
of their extreme vulnerability and powerlessness, and as
a survival strategy they often also hide from the State.
Moreover, although rules required that the survey results
be ratified in open community meetings, this was rarely
done. Far from over-stating the situation, therefore, it is
likely that the SECC significantly underestimated that
levels of poverty and deprivation.
The lesson that the government drew from the SECC
findings was predictably to call for a further hastening of
India’s economic growth. This would mean administering more of the familiar medicine of market fundamentalism: Reducing public spending further on education,
health and agriculture, combined with further weakening
labour protections and safeguards against land acquisition. Instead we must heed the resounding message of
the SECC, as also of the unending epidemic of farmers’
suicides and the continuing distress exodus from India’s
countryside: That India does not shine for its teeming
villages. This challenge requires an entirely different set
of prescriptions: Much greater public spending on rural
infrastructure, watershed development and small-farm
agriculture, farmers’ income protections, the MGNREGA,
education and health, and reviving land reforms. Without
these, rural India, still home to a vast majority of Indians,
is fast becoming a wasteland of distress and despair. But
who is listening?
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Don’t blow hot and cold on clearing the air
India must learn from China’s pollution and emission control norms to improve and regulate its air quality levels
Padma Wangmo
Air pollution in India has reached dangerous levels. This is outlined by the
fact that a vast majority of our population, around 660 million, inhabit areas
in which the Indian National Ambient
Air Quality Standards (fine particulate
pollution) are breached.
If we are able to reduce pollution in
these areas, the life expectancy may
increase by 3.2 years on an average.
Thermal power plants (TPPs) are a
major source of power generation in
India. Coal-based TPPs contribute 85%
of the total installed capacity.
They are a significant source of suspended particulate matter (PM), sulphur
oxides (SOx), nitrous oxides (NOx) and
mercury, which adversely impact health
and the environment.
There is a need for relevant regulatory
authorities at the Centre and state levels
to revise the existing emission standards, introduce new standards for certain
pollutants and ensure compliance still
persists. The coal-based power sector
accounts for approximately 60% of particulate matter (PM), 45-50% of SO2, 30%
of NOx and more than 80% of mercury

emissions.
The proposed draft for new emission
standards is positive and relevant, but
continues to be inadequate.
The new norms rectify the lack of
emission standards for SOx and NOx.
The PM nor ms for existing TPPs
require further curbs. India’s coal-based
TPPs are significantly below global efficiency standards and struggle to appropriately dispose of the fly ash they generate. For implementing best practices, one
can look towards China and its norms
applicable to thermal power stations.
Since China launched its emission
standards in 2012, and subsequent
additions in Air Pollution Prevention
and Control Action Plan, with timebound objectives for 5-10 years, significant changes have been incorporated.
Efforts were made to ensure retrofitting, for which the government offers
incentives.
Here, the government is still unclear
in regard to ways to reconcile economic development with the protection of
India’s forests and rivers, corresponding
it to improving the air quality.
Conflicts between local and national
governments, and between agencies, have

also hampered efforts.
No significant policies have been put
in place, except the announcement of the
National Air Monitoring Index.
The need of the hour continues to
be a strong political stand, which must
be adopted to make changes at both the
micro and macro levels. It could start
with uniform green regulations along
with a comprehensive plan to manage
dust and stringent green norms for
vehicles.
For dust, violators like the agencies
that keep roads dug up for prolonged
durations and builders who don’t regulate construction dust should be heavily
penalised. Mechanised, instead of manual, cleaning of roads can also reduce
local air pollution.
Localities/colonies should have their
own specific air pollution norms. The
central government must begin to rank
the 10 best and worst cities for their air
quality on a monthly basis; set targets
of PM 2.5 in the three key regions and
PM 10 in other areas, as has been in the
case of China.
Padma Wangmo is with Al Gore’s The
Climate Reality Project
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