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Indian tourism should use digital technology to preserve
and inform

Tourism can not just earn foreign exchange from visitors from abroad but also educate India’s own people
about the richness and diversity of its cultural heritage, creating the sensibility of tolerance and
accommodation a prosperous India calls for. It would make sense to deploy advances in imaging technology,
ranging from holography to virtual/augmented reality at or near sites that are difficult to reach or too fragile to
be exposed to the prying eyes and phone cameras of visiting hordes. The breathtaking rock-cut temples at
Ajanta and Ellora, world heritage sites in Aurangabad district, Maharashtra, are a ready candidate for such
embellishment.If visitors spend more time at the digital exhibits, and less at the actual sites, it should reduce
the fading of colour in their most remarkable artwork arrays of people, palaces and pavilions, the earliest of
which date from 2nd century BC. Hampi, in Karnataka, another world heritage site, indeed has benefited from
corporate sponsorship, complete with 3D exhibits and fine digital displays.Similarly, Ellora, with its
magnificent proportions and stupendous monolithic sculptures, would benefit from digital exhibits on-site, as
many of the original statues have been disfigured and damaged over the centuries. Quality public conveniences
seem particularly lacking in Ellora; those at Ajanta also need sprucing up.

Ajanta’s visual delights cover fruit, flowers, animals and the majestic half-kneeling elephant — the emblem of
the tourism ministry. The colours used include, besides locally procured red and yellow ochre, lime and
lampblack, the bright blue derived from lapis lazuli, imported all the way from Persia. If that reveals ancient
India’s commercial reach, the carvings at Ellora — all on a giant basalt rock face — detail not just characters
from the great Indian epics but also Jain and Buddhist iconography and telling mastery of architecture and
sculpture.The ministry of tourism would do well to take advantage of the growing sophistication of
smartphones to incorporate virtual reality increasingly as a regular feature, apart from more mature 3D
projection techniques.
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Not For The Farmer

The real beneficiary of Direct Benefit Transfer of fertiliser subsidy will be
the industry.

The industry strategy on fertiliser subsidy remains similar to the tobacco industry’s response to cancer claims
since 1954. Robert Proctor, a historian at Stanford coined a term for it, “agnotology”, that is, when ignorance is
deliberately produced and indisputable facts do not win arguments. Proponents of the “Direct Benefit Transfer
(DBT) of Fertiliser Subsidy” pilot claim it generates point of sale farmer traceability to stops leakages and
timely payments to the industry; which while good, does not present the complete picture. To pick these low
hanging fruit, one needn’t cut down the tree itself. But that is exactly what’s planned.The truth is that DBT is
about transferring benefits to the fertiliser industry. The fertiliser subsidy DBT pilot project in 17 districts is a
well-planned Trojan horse. It is misleading as it doesn’t incorporate all the draconian measures that will
eventually be a part of the full roll-out. The final form of the DBT will allow the industry to price fertilisers at
will, and the burden of collecting the subsidy from the government will be transferred to farmers. It’s all similar
to US sugar industry in 1960 successfully paying scientists & academics to delink sugar and heart disease by
diverting attention to saturated fat. Realising the enormous opportunity, for the first time international
fertiliser giants like Yara International have started to buy Indian urea fertiliser plants to gain a toehold in the
lucrative market.

Fertiliser price has two components — the retail price which is fixed and the subsidy component which is
variable. Today, irrespective of how the international urea price fluctuates, the farmers get to buy the urea bag
at a fixed cost of Rs 284. With the new DBT regime, that will be reversed. The price of a urea bag will become
variable while the subsidy component will be constant. In 2008, the international urea price breached the $500
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per tonne mark and in India the urea retail price was Rs 239 per bag. International prices are about half of that
today, but are perking up. Should the international price rise to 2008 levels, under the new DBT regime the
farmer could have to shell out Rs 1,200 per bag.A perfect analogy to explain the final version of the DBT of
fertiliser subsidy regime is the LPG gas cylinder cost borne by the consumers. Before the DBT on LPG,
consumers paid Rs 450 for a gas cylinder. After the regime change, a gas cylinder’s price has risen to Rs 805.
The consumer purchases the cylinder at full cost and is later reimbursed the subsidy component, if applicable.
Similarly, farmers now pay the subsidised retail price and take home the bag of urea. However, in the new
regime, the farmer will have to register with land documents (difficult to procure) and pay the full price upfront
and be reimbursed the subsidised amount. It simply means that the capital expenditure and credit requirement
for the farmer will increase by a third. The most common cause for farmer suicides remains credit.

Just as Tim Harford explained “distort, dispute, distract” in “The problem with facts’; first the fertiliser industry
appeared to engage, next it sowed doubt on prioritising farmer needs over fertiliser industry profitability and in
third stage employing their enormous pool of resources they are using amenable experts to undermine farmers
concerns & real expertise.The new regime will also limit the quantity of subsidised fertiliser a farmer will be
allowed to purchase. Wheat, rice, potatoes, pulses, millets etc. each require different nutrients in varying
quantities depending of soil and crop selection. The policy negates this fact and goes back to old bureaucratic
generalisation of Indian agriculture which has failed the nation repeatedly. Today, 10 crore tenant farmers can
buy subsidised fertilisers. In the new regime, they will not be entitled to the subsidy because land records don’t
carry their names.The DBT of fertiliser subsidy can be beneficial if it is tweaked to protect farmers. Farmers,
with their backs to the wall, pray for a parliamentary guarantee safeguards because mere words aren’t legally
binding. Framers are hurt and feeling betrayed because issues of livelihood are not the primary concern of
farmer fertiliser cooperatives any more. The last bulwark against the international fertiliser mafia has fallen.
The government’s grand vision for a “New India” is at variance with its narrow economic policies. Officials only
hope to rein in fertiliser subsidy expenditure. The number of economists advising the government has reached
an affliction point and sadly “doubling farmer income” is becoming a parody against the establishment.
Farmers’ voices are being drowned in the din generated by the fertiliser industry. Is anybody listening?

The writer is chairman, Bharat Krishak Samaj

THE HINDU

Date: 31-03-17
It’s time for Africa

A far wider cultural engagement with the continent is necessary to
combat the latent racism among Indians

After a teenage boy went missing in Greater Noida on March 26, locals accused five Nigerian students of
cannibalism. Residents of the enclave barged into the home where the Nigerian students were staying and
searched the fridge for the remains of the youth, who died in a hospital after being found in a nearby park.
Following unsubstantiated complaints from the victim’s family, the police charged the students with murder
but did not detain them for lack of evidence. It was later reported that the boy died of drug overdose. This
incident, followed by further violence against African students in Noida, marks a new low in the racism faced
by Africans in India.
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This vicious race crime is a clear sign of terrible ignorance, arrogance and the recycling of old tropes of Africans
as “uncivilised”. Indians, with their preference for “whiteness” and their total lack of information and exposure
to Africa’s rich cultural heritage and its contemporary politics, have denied Africans in India their basic
humanity which is demonstrated in their accusations of “cannibalism” — the ultimate denouncement of the
“inhuman other”.

A spate of incidents

There have been several atrocious cases of racism in the last year towards Africans in India. Masonda Ketada
Olivier, a young Congolese man who was a French teacher in South Extension, was murdered while returning
home from a party when he tried to get an autorickshaw home and got into an argument with three men who
wanted to hire the vehicle. He was brutally pulled out of the auto, assaulted, and struck on the head with a
stone. He was rushed to the AIIMS trauma centre but was pronounced dead on arrival.The aggravated hate
crimes against Africans are not limited to Delhi and its environs. Three months before the Olivier tragedy, a 21-
year-old Tanzanian woman was driving in Bengaluru when a mob stopped the car, dragged her out, beat her
and stripped off her shirt. Local papers reported that the police stood by while she was beaten and paraded
around naked. The car was set ablaze.

Apparently the young Tanzanian student was beaten to avenge the death of a woman who had allegedly been
run over by a Sudanese man less than an hour before the attack. The student pleaded with the police for help
insisting she had nothing to do with the fatal accident. In her filed complaint, she alleged that a policeman told
her: “You all look alike and you should get the black man who ran over a woman in the area.”While these
monstrous incidents hit the headlines, Africans in India face everyday racism that makes them feel very unsafe.
The attitude of the police reflects and exacerbates this racial violence and discrimination. African students are
mostly left to protest the hate crimes, and the government, keen to placate the African governments, offers the
obligatory sorry and promises to look into the incident and bring about justice. However, no serious attempts
to address racism towards Africans in India have been undertaken.

There were 42,420 foreign students in India in 2016. The top sending countries were Nepal (21.3%),
Afghanistan (10.3%), Bhutan, (6.6%), Sudan (4.8%), Nigeria (4.7%), indicating that after the three SAARC
partner countries, Sudan and Nigeria send the most students to study in India. Students come from many
African countries to India as many universities offer quality education in English that is much more reasonably
priced than in the West. The University of Mysore, for instance, has 2,000 foreign students, many from African
countries.Thus Indian students have an opportunity to meet African students and learn about a part of the
world of which they know little. This is despite the fact that India has had trading connections with Africa over
the centuries and many people of Indian descent live and have lived in Africa for centuries.

Engaging is knowing

Nana Peasah, a Ghanaian student, has returned recently to Accra after studying at the University of Mysore for
two years. He was the international students’ co-coordinator at the university in 2015-16. He sought to learn
about India and joined the Rotary Club East of Mysore. He also attended the Destiny International Church, a
Pentecostal Church, where many international students are made to feel welcome. While Mr. Peasah had a lot
of foreign student friends from around the world, it was harder to make friends with Indian students. To make
friends with women students was almost impossible, as Indian men were quick to accuse Africans of making
advances at ‘their’ women even if they were merely studying together.Concerned by the racism faced by many
African students, Mr. Peasah helped organise a peace march to raise awareness about racism in India. He also
helped launch a campaign to clean Rajkumar Park to show that foreign students, including Africans, were also
part of the Swachh Bharat effort and could contribute to the country’s mission to create a cleaner India. While
very few fellow students from the University of Mysore joined the peace march, Mr. Peasah appreciated the fact
that over 40 students came in a bus from Vikram Nursing School to join it and even provided first aid back-up
support for the walkers.
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Mr. Peasah thinks it is critical that proper orientation be given to African students coming to study in India. It
is perhaps as or more critical for Indian students and members of communities where African students live to
have a better understanding of Africa. This would require discussions and exposure to the many cultures and
diversity of Africa.To date there are few efforts even among artists and intellectuals to address this issue of
blatant racism so rampant in India and among Indians abroad. The work of Bengaluru-based photographer
Mahesh Shantaram is an exception. ‘The African Portraits’, a photo exhibition in conjunction with Tasveer, has
been mounted in Bengaluru, Ahmedabad, Mumbai and Kolkata. Mr. Shantaram’s very direct and intimate
portraits of African students studying, relaxing, or taking a nap underline the familiarity and everydayness of
their lives. He briefly describes each of the personalities with respect and sensitivity and thus challenges the
viewer to see the multidimensionality of each individual photographed. The stunning colour portraits also
speak to the diverse faces of the continent. These nuanced portrayals force the viewer to move beyond
stereotypes to see each person portrayed; their lives are no different from our own.

In addition, an exhibition of Africans in India was launched last year that has travelled to Delhi and Vadodara.
Curated by an American art collector, Kenneth X. Robbins, the exhibition was first held in 2013 at the
Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture, New York. It portrays the trading and political relations
between several African groups starting from the fourth century AD, and particularly examines the role that
Muslims from East Africa played as slaves and traders in India, with a few — such as Malik Ambar from
Ethiopia, who was a prominent noble in the Ahmadnagar Sultanate in the 17th century — rising to become
important military generals.A much more concerted effort must be made by the Indian government, and
Indian citizens, intellectuals, and artists to make Africans feel safe in India. The police too, who are often
implicated in these racist incidents, must be trained, and issues of racism within the force seriously prosecuted.
Students on Indian campuses must be made aware of racism towards foreign students and shown that it is no
different from the racism faced by Indian students abroad, which India so vehemently denounces. In addition,
for a country of India’s size and given the increasing number of Africans coming to India to study and for
medical tourism, a far wider cultural engagement with the continent is necessary not only to combat the
malevolent racism, but also to expand the global horizons of the Indian public.

Jael Silliman is an author, scholar, and women’s right activist

Date: 31-03-17
A clean-up act: no compromise over air quality

The Supreme Court has signalled there can be no compromise over air
quality

The Supreme Court’s direction to transport authorities to stop registering vehicles that do not meet Bharat
Stage-IV emission standards from April 1 sends out the welcome message that short-term economic
considerations cannot supersede public health concerns. Some automobile companies, notably those
manufacturing two-wheelers and commercial vehicles, have suffered a blow as they must now deal with unsold
inventories of the obsolete models. The 2017 deadline for a nationwide shift to BS-IV had been repeatedly
emphasised in various forums, and reiterated by the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Petroleum and
Natural Gas in its review of the Auto Fuel Policy nearly two years ago. But there was some confusion about
whether April 1 was the deadline for the manufacture of BS-III models or their sale. Significantly, some
automobile manufacturers themselves called for a decisive shift in favour of the higher emission standard,
since they had invested in upgraded technologies over time. But it would appear that two-wheeler and
commercial vehicle manufacturers made a costly miscalculation when they hoped for a repeat of the experience
they had seven years ago, when the shift from BS-II to BS-III norms was carried out with a relaxation of
deadlines often stretching across months. The Centre must share some of the blame, because it assured
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industry of a business-as-usual approach on a sensitive issue such as automotive emissions, even though
producers were already equipped and meeting the higher norms in the bigger cities.

The court’s order means that a little over eight lakh BS-III vehicles will have to be either upgraded or sold
abroad. As a total sum, this is a small fraction of the 19 crore vehicles on Indian roads today. It is unlikely that
the court’s uncompromising approach will have a significant impact on reducing air pollution. But the message
it sends out on air pollution is unmistakable. Research reported three years ago estimated that 30% to 50% of
total on-road emissions came from vehicles older than 10 years, or about 17% of the fleet. The requirement for
manufacturers to adjust to the new reality should serve as a reminder that they, and the fuel companies, must
prepare for the next big deadline: an upgrade to the BS-VI standard by April 1, 2020, leapfrogging BS-V. More
immediately, the Centre has to ensure that the objective of the Supreme Court’s order is met, and the ‘one fuel,
one country’ goal for BS-IV is fulfilled. This is crucial to ensure that the catalytic converters of newer vehicles
are not affected by lower-grade fuels. Liquidating obsolete inventory does pose a challenge for manufacturers,
but this can be met through exports, technology upgrades or reuse of dismantled parts. The imperative is to
shift to a clean fuel pathway.
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