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Two hands

India should isolate Pakistani government while enhancing people-to-
people interactions

In signs of a nuanced approach to Pakistan, the Indian
Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR) recently took on the
mantle of a sponsor for the Karachi Literature Festival.
Although ICCR later clarified that it had only sponsored four
participating Indian authors at the festival, ICCR’s
involvement even in this capacity signifies a desire to
maintain people-to-people contacts between India and
Pakistan. This is congruent with Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s stated position that distinguishes between the people
of Pakistan and their government. It’s in India’s interest to
enhance ties with the former while calling out the latter over

anti-India terrorism.

There’s no denying that the time isn’t right to resume full-spectrum talks with the Pakistani government.
Following the Uri terror attack on an Indian army camp last year, there’s nothing to suggest that Islamabad has
taken concrete steps to curb anti-India terror. Against this backdrop, New Delhi has no choice but to lobby with
friendly nations to diplomatically isolate Islamabad.

But at the end of the day, the people of Pakistan are also victims of their government’s irredentist policies: they
suffer from terror attacks, limited democracy and suppression of rights. New Delhi must keep a door open to
reasonable elements in Pakistan’s polity. People-to-people contacts between India and Pakistan are the best
way to cultivate a constituency for peace. In this regard, the government must act to lift the veritable ban on
Pakistani artistes performing in India. This would also reciprocate Pakistan’s recent gesture of lifting its ban on
Bollywood films. Cultural exchanges will only supplement India’s overall strategic objective vis-a-vis Pakistan.
Moreover every positive move by Pakistan should be met with a bigger one from India, to convey the message
that India sees no fundamental enmity between the two nations.

Thre EcoNnovic ' TivEs Date: 14-02-17

India could host the UN, in a brand-new town

The US has turned down a visa application from a senior legislator from Pakistan, senate deputy chairman
Maulana Abdul Ghafoor Haideri, who was planning to travel to New York to attend a meeting of the Inter-
Parliamentary Union at the United Nations.
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While the precise reason for visa refusal has not been disclosed,
it is perceived to be linked to restrictions on religious groups.
Combine this with the controversial travel bans on seven
Muslim-majority states and President Donald Trump’s stated
desire to keep Muslims out, and it becomes crystal clear that an
America-First America would no longer be suited for hosting a
global forum such as the UN.

People from all countries need to travel to the UN, regardless of
their denominational or ideological compatibility with the
incumbent US administration. It is time to relocate the UN.Of
course, the US would slash its significant UN contributions: 22
per cent of the regular budget and 28 per cent of the
peacekeeping budget. There is no reason why the rest of the world should not pull its proportionate weight
when it comes to sharing the UN’s financial burden.

US politicians and its conservative media have been hollering for long to slash US payments to the UN. Where
can the UN relocate? Switzerland would be a natural choice for lots of people, with its long policy of neutrality,
political and financial stability and capacity to provide security. China could also make a strong pitch and back
it up with a large promise of funding.Yet, India would be the ideal place to house a relocated UN. India is
culturally diverse, can avoid extreme weather, is reasonably well-connected to the rest of the world, besides
being a democracy that offers great food, fine beaches, warm hospitality and an ancient culture of intricate
bureaucracy. Can India afford it? India desperately needs to urbanise for reasons to do with its internal growth
dynamics.A brand-new town can be built to house the UN, complete with a new airport and fast rail and air
connectivity to the larger towns. The project can attract global funds and would give a fillip to the sagging
economy.

Date: 14-02-17

Collect tax but don’t terrorise taxpayers

. The income-tax department has reportedly asked more
than 18 lakh people to give information on the source of
deposits, post demonetisation, of Rs 500 and Rs 1,000
notes. Posting polite letters of inquiry, based on
information shared by banks, might seem innocuous — to
a new arrival from Mars.

To those used to the ways of the I-T department, it is an
ominous missive, whose follow-through, if not necessarily
its denouement, could prove harrowing. Apparently,
formal notices will follow for those who have no
convincing explanations.

Instead of scoring a large self-goal by way of needless unpopularity, the government could wait for
people to disclose the source of their cash deposits when they file their income-tax returns later this
year.So, the tax return form should be redesigned to accommodate a special schedule for disclosures
on cash deposits made between November 8 and December 30 last year. Preliminary government
data shows an average deposit size of ."5.03 lakh in 1.09 crore accounts. About five crore tax returns
are filed, but less than 1% are taken up for scrutiny.
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Given that demonetisation was a one-off exercise, the tax department can always take up more cases
for computer-assisted scrutiny this year. Action must be taken to fight tax evasion, indisputably. But
strong-arm measures will be counterproductive, and the need is for the department to minimise
interface with the taxpayer.A modern tax administration calls for intelligent use of technology and use
of big data to track evaders. Already, the annual information returns, filed by third parties that
include banks, take the department half the way there. The department should walk the remaining
distance, not force potential taxpayers to run scared.
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What’s in a unique number?

Linking of Aadhaar to a growing number of government entitlements is

misguided

LAST week the Union food ministry issued an unprecedented
diktat. It has insisted that each family member must possess
an Aadhaar number within four months, to be eligible for
subsidised foodgrains under the National Food Security Act.
This ties in with the larger plan for all ration shops by 2019 to
verify Aadhaar biometrics at every transaction. So, not only
must 210 million families possess unique numbers for each
member, they must also queue up every month to prove their
thumbprints. But does this make any logical sense?

L “ First, the ration dealer can still give less grain than the printed
receipt. Only in Andhra Pradesh and Tamil Nadu are
A A D H A R electronic weighing scales connected to stem “quantity
deception”. But they too work only when there is electricity.
Besides, the greatest pilferage occurs from godowns, not ration shops.

Second, to weed out ghost cards and “identity fraud,” a one-time exercise to match ration cards with the
population

census would have been more than sufficient. Already, every single card nationwide has been digitised and two-
thirds Aadhaar-seeded to purge 20 million fake cards.

Finally, if the aim was to ensure that unsold foodgrains are not siphoned off with “accounting dodges”, there
are far simpler alternatives. Bihar’s barcoded coupons have reduced leakages from 91 to 24 per cent within six
short years. Previously, Tamil Nadu had relied on offline handheld billing devices (similar to those with bus
conductors). Andhra’s ration shops now use iris scanners, with a lower error rate than biometrics. Instead, the
insistence on Aadhaar biometrics has already wreaked havoc. The Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan estimates
that in the last few months, 38 per cent of households in Rajasthan have not been able to match fingerprints. In
Madhya Pradesh, 20 per cent of devices have malfunctioned and have been returned to vendors. Similarly, in
Jharkhand’s capital, at the outset almost half the cardholders were not able to prove their identity. Five
hundred leprosy survivors without fingers in Ranchi were insensitively denied foodgrains for three months —
for want of fingerprints.The ouster of these eligible, impoverished families is often then heroically projected as
savings. But even the best of technologies are often no match for large-scale insider fraud. Recently, across
Karnataka, 45,000 bogusration cards linked to fictitious 12-digit Aadhaar numbers were discovered.
Biometrics are not foolproof — the calloused fingers of labourers and the elderly frequently throw up errors.
Aadhaar also requires continuous access to mobile signals or the internet, which is a tall order in rural areas
that barely have electricity.

A decade ago, the British Parliament passed the Identity Cards Act. The intent was to create a National Identity
Register database of all citizens with biometrics, iris, face scans and longitudinal records of residence. But after
public outcry and escalating costs, in 2010, a new coalition government repealed the law and the nascent
database was permanently destroyed. Australia and New Zealand too have abandoned the idea of national
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biometric archives.India’s Aadhaar project, however, has ballooned since its birth. From April, Aadhaar will
also be a must to demand work under the MGNREGA. The Karnataka government plans to track the progress
of every school child with fingerprints. Soon newborns in Maharashtra will also be enrolled for the magic
numbers in hospitals. Never mind that their fingerprints and irises are yet to be fully formed.

In this “Big Brother” Aadhaar mania, the HRD ministry has finally sounded the alarm bell. It has questioned
the Centre’s push to link these unique numbers to student scholarships, which is in clear violation of earlier
Supreme Court orders. Despite the furtive enactment of the Aadhaar Act through the backdoor as a money bill,
the apex court has repeatedly pronounced that the unique number must be “purely voluntary” and cannot be
made mandatory for any government entitlement, till the matter is sub judice.India ranks 97 of 118 countries
on the Global Hunger Index. Two of every three Indians are guaranteed foodgrains under the National Food
Security Act. One of every five rural households depends on MGNREGA work. Let an increasingly Orwellian

“Digital India,” in the guise of Aadhaar, not eat into these lifelines.

Swati Narayan The writer is a visiting research scholar at the London School of
Economics and Political Science from the Tata Institute of Social Sciences
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Sex offender registries don’t work

Date: 13-02-17

They have failed to reduce sex crimes in countries where they exist, and
have resulted in severe hardships to former offenders

Last month, Minister for Women and Child Development Maneka Gandhi once again reiterated the need to set
up a national sex offender registry after a convicted sex offender allegedly confessed to raping hundreds of girls
for over 10 years in New Delhi. These registries are not a novel suggestion. They have been operational in the
United States, the United Kingdom, Australia, Canada and a few other English-speaking countries for more
than a decade.

Sex offender registration laws typically require offenders convicted of a sexual offence to periodically check in
with law enforcement agencies, such as the police, informing them about where they are residing, their place of
employment, and provide details of their physical description. In addition, these laws often place severe
restrictions on where a previously convicted sex offender can reside and work. This in theory is meant to aid
officials to track and monitor former sex offenders. The laws in the U.S. and South Korea go even further. They
allow the public to access these records so that the community may be aware of a sex offender in their locality.
This data is generally accessed through websites that will provide you the name, physical description, address,
and photo of all the sexual offenders near you. Ms. Gandhi has vouched for a similar system in India where the
public can have access to such records.

Impact on crimes

While sex offender registration laws and public access to these records create a sense of security to parents and
residents, they have failed in making any significant difference in sex crimes. Sometimes they create more
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harm than good. Even in the U.S., where stringent registration laws with public access have been around for
over 30 years, several independent studies arrive at the same conclusion: that these registers are simply not
reducing sex crimes. A comprehensive study conducted by J.J. Prescott and J.E. Rockoff in 2010 conclude that
although basic registration laws through which officials may track former offenders shows a marginal
reduction in recidivism (namely, reoffending) by 1.1%, public notification laws, through which the public have
full access to this data, undo this effect and instead result in an actual increase in reoffending. J.J. Prescott and
J.E. Rockoff in their report note that, “notification laws may harden registered sex offenders, however, making
them more likely to commit additional sex offences, perhaps because criminal behaviour is relatively more
attractive for registered sex offenders living under a notification regime.”

The failure of these registries to show any empirical evidence of reducing crimes or reducing recidivism is
significant while comparing the tremendous associated costs and damage they impose on law officials and
former convicts. With no positive outcomes from these registries, these laws disproportionately result in severe
hardships to former offenders. As a consequence of being on the register, former convicts often find it very
difficult to gain meaningful employment and have very limited options in finding housing as many localities are
proudly branded as ‘Sex Offender-Free Zones’. Several studies find that because of open and free public access
to these registries, former convicts often face threat, harassment and violence from other members of the
community. Their status as former sex offenders has the effect of stigmatising them for life, rendering
reformation and a dignified life after prison impossible.

A troubling aspect of Ms. Gandhi’s suggestion is that she wants to include even juveniles and persons standing
on trial for sexual offences to be on the register. The hasty proposal to include even undertrial persons on the
register ignores a basic consideration for civil rights of an accused person and the disproportionate impact it
would have on their lives while only being accused of an offence. Similarly, the proposal to put children on a
sex offender register displays a complete lack of understanding of their rights under the Constitution and our
international obligations under the UN Convention for the Rights of the Child (UNCRC).

Framing sexual offences

More importantly, before proposing a sex offender registry it is significant to have a look at how our sexual
offences have been framed. At present, the Protection of Children From Sexual Offences Act, 2012 criminalises
consensual sexual intercourse with minors and between minors. Two 17-year-olds who have consensual sexual
intercourse with each other can be imprisoned for a minimum term of seven years under this law if convicted.
A brief look at the cases registered under POCSO Act is sufficient to tell us that most special courts are now
barraged with romantic cases instigated through complaints filed by objecting parents. In the state of the
current law, a person could possibly face the consequences of being on the register for a lifetime for having a
consensual sexual relationship.

To effectively tackle the incidence of sexual offences will require a hard look at our own institutional failure in
tackling these cases. The rate of conviction for the offence of rape is at an abysmal 29% and worse still, the rate
of pendency for rape cases is at a staggering 86.2% (National Crime Records Bureau, 2015). A study conducted
by the Centre for Child and the Law, NLSIU (2016) on the functioning of children’s courts in Delhi found that
67.5% of victims do not even testify against the accused. The study further found that conviction resulted only
in 16% of the child sexual abuse cases in Delhi.

With a poor conviction rate and a majority of cases still pending before courts, how would a register aid in
preventing sexual offences by former convicts? Even in the present case, where the former convict allegedly
confessed to raping hundreds of girls over a period of 10 years, we must question why the investigative
machinery failed completely. What happened to the complaints and investigations into these cases assuming
that at least some of them registered a complaint? Why did it take a decade for them to nab a dangerous
criminal? Where is the institutional set-up and mental health evaluations to deal with violent sex offenders and
paedophiles?
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In the background of weak investigative and institutional machinery and overwhelming evidence showing that
these sex offenders registries simply don’t work, Ms. Gandhi’s suggestion that the recent attacks in Delhi could
have been prevented if a national sex offender registry had been implemented seems far-fetched and
unrealistic. The Delhi attacks expose the glaring gaps in our existing systems that need to be urgently
addressed before we jump to formulating new solutions.

Shruthi Ramakrishnan is an advocate & independent legal researcher. She may be
contacted at shruthiramakrishnano@gmail.com.
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Solar power breaks a price barrier

In another barrier-breaking development, the auctioned price of solar photovoltaic (SPV) power per kilowatt
hour has dropped below Rs.3 to Rs.2.97 in Madhya Pradesh, providing a clear pointer to the future course of
renewable energy. The levellised tariff — factoring in a small annual increase for a given period of time — for
the 750 MW Rewa project over a 25-year period is Rs.3.29, which is less than half the rate at which some State
governments signed contracts in recent years. The progress of this clean source of energy must be deepened
with policy incentives, for several reasons. Arguably, the most important is the need to connect millions of
people without access to electricity. A rapid scaling-up of solar capacity is vital also to meet the national goal of
installing 100 gigawatts by 2022, a target that is being internationally monitored as part of the country’s
pledges under the Paris Agreement on climate change. It will also be transformational for the environment,
since pollution from large new coal-based power plants can be avoided. There is everything to gain by
accelerating the pace of growth that essentially began in 2010, with the Jawaharlal Nehru National Solar
Mission. Yet, performance has not matched intent and the target of installing 12 GW solar capacity in 2016-17
is far from attainable, since it fell short by almost 10 GW as of December.

A glaring lacuna in the national policy on renewables is the failure to tap the investment potential of the
middle class. While grid-connected large-scale installations have received maximum attention, there is slow
progress on rooftop solar. Clearly, adding capacity of the order of more than 10 GW annually over the next six
years towards the 100 GW target will require active participation and investment by the buildings sector, both
residential and commercial. This process can be kick-started using mass participation by citizens, with State
electricity utilities being given mandatory time frames to introduce net-metering systems with a feed-in tariff
that is designed to encourage the average consumer to invest in PV modules, taking grid electricity prices into
account. The experience of Germany, where robust solar expansion has been taking place over the years,
illustrates the benefits of policy guarantees for rooftop installations and feed-in tariffs lasting 20 years. SPV
costs are expected to continue to fall, and tariffs paid both for large plants and smaller installations require
periodic review. At some point, significant subsidies may no longer be necessary. That scenario, however, is for
the future. Currently, India needs a lot more good quality power, which renewables provide. Solar power is an
emissions-free driver of the economy, generating growth in both direct and indirect employment. A lot of
sunlight remains to be tapped.

Date: 13-02-17

One China check for Donald Trump

President Donald Trump’s stated commitment to honour the One China policy signals a softening of his
administration’s approach towards Beijing. Earlier, Mr. Trump had given enough indications that he would
pursue a radically different policy towards Beijing by reviewing the One China policy, a cornerstone of Sino-
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U.S. relations. First, he accepted a congratulatory call from the Taiwanese President, breaking 37 years of
American practice and thereby infuriating Beijing. Later, in an interview, he declined to endorse the One China
policy unless he saw progress from Beijing in its trade and currency policies, triggering speculation that he
would improve ties with Taiwan and use the policy as a bargaining chip. Such speculation was effectively killed
last week when Mr. Trump took a 180-degree turn on China in his first telephone conversation with Chinese
President Xi Jinping. It is not clear what made Mr. Trump change his mind. Some reports suggest that ever
since he accepted the call from the Taiwanese leader, Beijing drew a One China red line for further cooperation
on key issues between the two countries. It took three weeks for the Trump-Xi conversation to take place after
the former took office, a relatively long time given the importance of bilateral ties between the world’s largest
economies. Mr. Trump had talked to at least 30 world leaders before he got Mr. Xi on the line. The
administration had taken clear measures to ease tensions with Beijing, largely caused by Mr. Trump’s remarks.
The White House first sent belated Chinese new year greetings to Mr. Xi and released the letter to the public.
Only then did both leaders speak.

This could well be a reality check for Mr. Trump in his future engagement with China. For Beijing, the One
China policy is the bedrock of its engagement with the world. Picking a fight with China over an issue it deems
most sensitive in its security parlance in the initial days of his presidency shows bad diplomatic judgment on
the part of Mr. Trump. It would unnecessarily escalate tensions between the two countries. This doesn’t mean
the U.S. should accept Chinese terms on all global issues. There are areas where both can cooperate, such as in
dealing with global conflicts; areas where they compete, such as in trade and investment; and areas where they
disagree, such as the South China Sea dispute. The challenge before Mr. Trump is to address these issues with
Beijing without disrupting the existing equilibrium in Sino-U.S. ties.
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