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Malabar exercise helps ensure that India, Japan, US are ready to
protect shared interests in the Indo-Pacific

MaryKay Carlson

Billions of dollars’ worth of commerce and millions of tons of
cargo move through the Bay of Bengal each year, but this week
the Bay is especially active as vessels from the US Navy, Indian
Navy, and the Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Force are in
Chennai for the 21st iteration of combined naval exercise
Malabar.We are honoured that India is welcoming thousands
of US sailors who will build upon our countries’ strong
relationship and forge new friendships. This year’s Malabar
exercise will be the largest and most complex in years.

" i The aircraft carrier USS Nimitz and her strike group will
participate, as will, for the first time, the Indian Navy aircraft carrier INS Vikramaditya and the helicopter
destroyer JS Izumo, the largest ship in the Japanese fleet. Malabar 2017 will involve over 7,000 US personnel
on board four surface ships carrying close to a 100 aircraft.Starting July 10 and going until July 17, Indian,
Japanese and US naval forces will come together to sharpen their skills. Experts will exchange best practices
and crews will practise communication, search and rescue, antisubmarine operations, boarding tactics, and
more.By spending a week working and training side by side, participants from all three countries will learn
from each other, build interoperability, and make sure we are prepared to work together in any future mission.
On shore, American sailors will experience Chennai’s history and culture by visiting schools, seeing the sights,
and playing sports with local teams.Exercises such as Malabar play a critical role in ensuring that those of us
who operate in the Indo-Pacific region are ready to protect our shared interests, whether we are responding to
the threat from piracy or to humanitarian disasters.This June, ships from the US and Indian navies rushed to
Sri Lanka to assist with medical and disaster relief when floods gripped the island nation. Our navies are often
the first responders when crisis strikes. Building maritime partnerships, enhancing interoperability, and
increasing joint capacity help foster security and stability in the region.Two weeks ago when he met with
President Donald Trump in Washington, Prime Minister Narendra Modi highlighted the Malabar exercise and
the importance of freedom of navigation, overflight, and commerce. President Trump noted that our militaries
are working every day to enhance cooperation, and both leaders encouraged more maritime security
cooperation.The United States welcomes India’s growing defence capabilities and its commitment to a common
set of principles for the region, according to which sovereignty and international law are respected.The week of
exercises and exchanges will be dramatic, with ships from three great seafaring nations assembling in the
waters off Chennai and their aircraft crossing the skies. But as impressive as it is, Malabar is only a small part
of the growing US-India partnership.Whether we are talking about our joint efforts to stabilise Afghanistan, the
campaign to defeat international terrorism, the work of our scientists to combat emerging health threats, or
efforts to spur global entrepreneurship, our two nations — and the world — benefit when India and the United
States work side by side for common purpose.Once again, thank you to our hosts — the Indian Navy and the
city of Chennai — for everything you have done to make Malabar 2017 a success, and allow me to join you in
welcoming the sailors of the US Navy and the Japanese Maritime Self-Defense Force to India. Forward
together!
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A loss difficult to digest

By Asitava Sen (The writer is senior agribusiness adviser, International Finance
Corporation)

Global agriculture is facing new challenges, in terms of climate
change, unstable food prices and labour shortage, amid
conflicting demand for arable land for producing more food,
animal feed and bio-fuel, which limit the effectiveness of a
purely production-focused strategy. The critical policy
imperatives of the day are how to feed a rising global population
with shrinking resources such as land, water and labour, and
how to increase farmers’ income, a goal that sometimes may
conflict with producing more.The Food and Agriculture
Organisation (FAO) estimates that globally one third of all food
produced is wasted from farm to fork. Food loss and waste is
responsible for 8% of global greenhouse gas emissions — six
times more than the global aviation sector. While one in nine people remains malnourished worldwide, we use
land equal to the size of China to grow food that is lost or thrown away.At $940 billion annually, food loss and
waste is more than the entire GDP of Indonesia. In reality, we already produce enough food to feed 10 billion
people, the projected population by 2050.

The World Bank estimates that a reduction in post-harvest loss of just 1% could lead to output gains of $40
million every year. It is also relatively more cost-effective to preserve food than to produce more. However,
only 4% of the total investments in global food and agriculture goes toward reducing food loss. This apathy
could be due to a lack of standardised and accurate measurement and visible impact of food loss and waste.

In developing countries like India, over two-thirds of food loss happens pre-harvest in the field or in the post
harvest supply chain. About $15 billion worth of harvest is lost in India. Six crops — rice, wheat, banana,
tomato, onion and potato — comprise around 40% of the overall food loss. India is one of the top global
production hubs. But traditionally, it’s small holder-dominated and infrastructure starved.Unless addressed
seriously, increasing urbanisation will further increase food miles. And rising protein intake in diet, including
dairy, fresh fruit, vegetable and meat, will require greater care in handling and logistics.An integrated cold
chain is believed to be the most obvious solution for reducing post-harvest perishable food loss. While in the
US, over 70% of perishable food gets refrigerated, in India, it’s less than 4%. Ironically, India has the largest
capacity of refrigerated warehouses in the world at 130 million cu m, 60% of which is concentrated in two
states, Uttar Pradesh and Bengal, and over 75% used for potato alone.But to keep the integrity of the cold chain
from farm to fork, India also needs near-farm pack-houses for onward transport and refrigerated vehicles.

According to a recent study by the National Centre for Cold Chain Development (NCCD), India needs about
70,000 pack-houses, while currently there are only about 250. India has less than 10,000 refrigerated vehicles,
while the need is estimated at 62,000. Ministry of food processing industries’ proposed new scheme for
supporting investments in ‘forward and backward linkages’ to address these gaps is a move in the right
direction.Agriculture marketing policy also needs to be further reformed uniformly across states. Farmers
should not only be allowed, but also encouraged, to access direct linkages with private sector exporters,
processors and retailers, thus creating a more integrated ‘food system’. This will result in more demand-based
production and a better economic case for co-investing for reduced food loss.Allowing large-scale modern
commercial agriculture through leasing of land could attract suitable investments for reducing food losses.
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Organising farmers and connecting them to markets is another step towards this supply chain integration.
Connecting R&D to the field and building capacity for farmer training and advisory are also essential.India
could leapfrog the cold chain revolution by adopting solar and other renewable energy technologies. Precision
agriculture with satellite imaging-based analytics could also help in early detection of pests and waste.
Consumer groups could be identified who are willing to pay a premium for quality and sustainability.Urban
consumers could be sensitised about the impact of food loss through large-scale information campaigns. Zero
waste’ or ‘premium quality’ branding might help pay for refrigerated storage and logistics. Other initiatives
could include financial incentives to supply chain partners for adoption of food loss reduction practices.Finally,
wasted food material could be recycled to produce bio-fertilisers or packaging material, which can help
enhance shelf life. There are a number of innovative technologies already available worldwide that can be
scaled up through public-private partnerships.

{t}
Il.'.r
j I I EI EII Date: 11-07-17

ST1-20 T 118

FIIeHIT

STHHAT o ST Qg¥ | S(1-20 FT aEal (@Y qeHad g g9, s a¥g & Gaf H AT FLd gU, §99 gl AT UF 35
FTHTVHRT TAT TR TG0 F S UH TAT THATT FT AR AT U THL 55 TF T AHTLHT 6 1= AT, AT AT
= T ft fomT 9=, & =1 9 Tgota F@E F a0 IAhr A AT A TATIAT FA T RALT F7 6T U 55
STHTART S AT 6 & 1= 27 % GXEAVETE Al AR 91 AT UH 55 SIHATH &l dh T ST A1 6 1= a7 6, v
35 T ST TFIAT €I & q1gY AT T Tg [AXre-Ta9H1 & S0 AqT| Tq9 531 ° S1-20 HT TSHE TS T8l FHT A5l
TSI THH IS LT AT 91 721 21 OF H =20 FT USST UHEHT 9T, T A9 IqH F3 9% GO ATH 27 U ) Efer
HAWGT F I9TA T ATF SAT29T Tl 8, AT =qATH qgHid aaT il Fa1aa § Tgol ¥ STTET a<h AT graT gl T AR
AT & o =a a9 it g fOee ot  srfed 3o § aferr-qa ufiat | oo o< d@we & 91 a1 A Arfren & e
B 92 T off1 9% Sf1-20 F HisET TET 7 AR o 91 2008 H1 AErHaT & Fifad s % qepreie agata St gar T
T T2 AT AT TH Sf-7 F e F q uT |7 3@ T EeEd, 39 a5 a8 0ggd At - Frasmdt #15 & 9w
a1 & forg frF ST-7 it UdhSledr 93T A5l 8, S S AT S aST THSaeT ATl ST Q€T [ AT ST ST ARl
TELETA, S1-20 ¥ I FT Si=TIT T2 T AT S Fohe1 ¢ T oo 3 o1 ST 7 ot & q=eft fiee 9 At
AT g 377 AT i 21 fagTs et i1 a8 wiaateea FedT 81 a2, I 397 8 THE 9aeT 8, At qaeg T 79
g1 T SATI 3T afa snfs Fiag it =ar sii-20 92 ghem 215 Wl 81 9T 99 Aawars 97 Jaar] §6e T [Faeq &
3T afe Y TEF USie FT BET a9 T E1 AT 9 THAT T ATHAL USTAT Hohed 0T HITAL F FAd TATTRIT 4T
SIOTTTSAT T &g 37T Hh Y o GATT feahts: foawma @et #7 qgoar off usie # arfee =m

TR AYF HIET F F99 ahed | Aahare F [Aaed & HIS@Er afa® TATET AT AR 7T, 3T qeRe-U-agar a7
ST-U-HATZFAR T AAFTART T ATSUH F THIT FqTIT| T qTIHEdTH H7 979 o T8 IH Fz9< § GST FAT7 AT SA1-20 F

3



N'-F www.dfeias.com

IMPORTANT NEWSCLIPPINGS (11-July-17)

ATEAT FATT | SAAHATE o AT FTAT Dl & FIA TAT TeLAe I ATTHATET TATE ATHYT bl T ST FRAT 74T g THH
AT o =@ %l I g2 gl SHATH [Ga1g % FoAd Tg UF AT ScawdT &l [T A7 o Tiar it #@¥eft qarra =i & Tgafd
oft o feiar & ERIT a7 20| 9% TT FaT TEHAT o T TR & 7 8k fer, gehe, v gay i arw i, atew e i
TR JoF § off enfaer gui fdee & fae & forae o =9 § grft, et v aw {6 #ret sie et fae)
IFfiE At ST AR o Stoher forare enifa et & & Forsr It g, i (e S qaTa-H<h ATerd § S0« g

O , ,
& The Indian EXPRESS
§) JOURNALISM OF COURAGE Date: 10-07-17

Internal insecurity

Amid growing challenges within, India misses a modern security
apparatus, strategic vision, long-term plan

Prakash Singh The writer was director general, Border Security Force, DGP UP and DGP Assam

It is unfortunate that even though we have a strong government at the Centre, the internal security situation of
the country has not shown any marked improvement over what it inherited from the UPA regime. This has
essentially been because the fundamentals of security management have not been given due importance and,
like previous governments, the NDA regime has also preferred to swim with the tide in areas where bold
departures were called for.Successive governments have not cared to codify the country’s internal security
doctrine and the present government has also ignored this vital area and taken ad hoc decisions on crucial
matters. The US and UK revise their national security doctrines every year and place them in the public
domain. We have done nothing of the sort, despite the fact that our internal security problems are far more
complex. There is no long-term policy for Jammu and Kashmir, nor is there any strategic vision to tackle the
Maoist insurgency. No wonder, while violence levels are periodically brought down, they spiral again, and it
becomes a game of snakes and ladders.

Another inexplicable flaw has been the absence of an institutional response with whatever mechanisms are or
were in place. The National Security Advisory Board (NSAB) was liquidated. Not that it was doing a great job,
but then it is for the government to take the best out of a select group of experts from different fields. If they
were made to vegetate, it was not their fault. Closing shop was not the answer. The NSAB has now been
revived, though in an emaciated form.This government, like its predecessors, has also not paid adequate
attention to strengthening the internal security apparatus.

The police continues to be in a shambles. The Supreme Court gave historic directions in 2006 for police
reforms, but the states have been dragging their feet and now the apex court is also taking it slow. The
Government of India never showed the kind of seriousness it should have for the implementation of judicial
directions. It has yet to finalise even the Delhi Police Bill even though Soli Sorabjee had prepared the draft
more than a decade back. It is distressing to reflect that the British imperialists had greater vision and they had
one Police Act for the entire country while we are saddled with different acts and executive orders in different
states. The prime minister’s concept of a SMART police could never take off because of the indifference of the
states.The founding fathers of the constitution had placed police and public order in the State List of the
Seventh Schedule. They could not have foreseen the complex law and order scenario that would evolve in the
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coming decades. With the emergence of organised crime and the threat of terrorism, it was obvious that the old
order had to be revamped. As Fali Nariman said while addressing a meeting of the Indian Police Foundation, in
the context of the police being misused and abused by the state leaders and the overwhelming dependence of
state governments on central forces round the year, police should have been transferred to the Concurrent List.
The anomaly, however, continues. Ruling parties are chary of amending the constitution for fear of the
opposition they would face from the states.Such an apprehension has led to even important counter-terrorism
projects being shelved. It was proposed to set up a National Counter-Terrorism Centre (NCTC). True, the
scheme had some objectionable features, but those could have been rectified and the NCTC put in place. The
government has, however, been unwilling to disturb the hornet’s nest. And so, the NCTC project remains in
limbo.The internal security situation, as a consequence, is on a slippery slope.

Jammu and Kashmir continues to be in the news for wrong reasons with ceasefire violations by the Pakistan
army, continuing infiltrations by terrorists, their audacious attacks on security forces, and radicalisation of the
youth who have been challenging the security forces on the streets. The BJP’s coalition experiment with the
PDP has not delivered but the government seems unwilling to acknowledge its failure. It is high time that the
government took the hard decisions necessary to strengthen our northern frontiers.On the Naxal front, the
Conference of Chief Ministers of the affected states held in Delhi on May 9, came up with a new formula of
SAMADHAN to tackle the problem with S standing for smart leadership, A for aggressive strategy, M for
motivation and training, A for actionable intelligence, D for dashboard-based key performance indicators and
key result areas, H for harnessing technology, A for action plan for each theatre and N for no access to
financing. It is unlikely that this approach would lead to a resolution of the problem.

The Naxal problem is much too complex and requires a very comprehensive strategy which cannot be capsuled
in an acronym.On the Northeastern front, the framework agreement negotiated between the Government of
India and the Naga Socialist Council of Nagaland (Issac-Muivah group) in August 2015 appears to have hit a
road block. Muivah continues to harp on “Naga sovereignty”. Meanwhile, the terror threat is becoming more
sinister. Al Qaida has, in a document entitled “Code of Conduct for Mujahideen in the Subcontinent”, while
laying down the do’s and dont’s for the mujahideen, declared that it will be targeting Indian security
installations and leaders of Hindu organisations. It also said that “all personnel of the military are our targets,
whether they are in the war zone or in barracks at their bases”. The Islamic State in a video, the Bilad al-Hind,
has threatened to wage jihad against India, and urged all Muslims to take revenge for the injustices to Indian
Muslims in Kashmir and for the communal riots in Gujarat and Muzaffarnagar.Are we prepared to deal with
these growing threats? It would be difficult to give an affirmative answer. A strategic vision and a
comprehensive long term-plan are called for while the internal security apparatus is overhauled and
modernised.

Date: 10-07-17
Smartness Isn’t Enough

The re-imagined city must also be climate resilient at its core
Hem H. Dholakia The writer is with the Council on Energy, Environment and Water, New Delhi

Ninety cities are now under the ambit of India’s Smart Cities Mission. However, bold policy measures and big
infrastructure investments are likely to fall short if they don’t factor in climate change. As Indian cities are
becoming smarter, they are also getting hotter, facing erratic rainfall and experiencing extreme events. The
deluge-like situation in parts of Gujarat, heavy flooding in Assam, heatwaves across northern and eastern India
over the last two months, or the one-in-a-hundred year rainfall episode in Chennai in 2015 underpin the
vulnerability of urban areas to changing climate.A recent analysis by the Council on Energy, Environment and
Water (CEEW), University of East Anglia, Mott MacDonald and the UK’s Foreign and Commonwealth Office
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shows that temperatures in the smart cities of Madhya Pradesh are likely to increase by 1-1.5°C by the middle of
the century. Another analysis by CEEW, IIT Gandhinagar and IIM Ahmedabad finds that extreme precipitation
events are likely to increase in the future. These changes will test the capacity of urban infrastructure and
associated services.A long life time, design and material considerations as well as sensitivity of performance to
climate makes infrastructure vulnerable. For instance, heat may adversely impact the power output of gas-
turbine and steam-based electricity generation, thereby creating a demand-supply gap. This could result in the
need for installing additional capacity to meet power requirements when conditions are hotter. Similarly, high
temperatures can damage road surfaces, bridges and railway tracks. It’s, of course, well-known that heavy
rainfall disrupts road and rail transportation services.The Smart City proposals show that these urban centres
will rely much on information and communication technology (ICT). Energy use, transport, water, sanitation
and solid waste management are also core elements of these proposals. Protecting infrastructure investments
against a changing climate will entail at least four steps. First, carry out regular risk assessments. In the context
of infrastructure, this means addressing questions such as the likelihood of buckling of railways under a 4°C
temperature rise or a one-in-hundred year rainfall event. It also involves assessing the impacts on emergency
services associated with electricity disruptions due to extreme heat.

The answers to such questions will help cities refine risk management programmes. Though climate risk
assessments have been carried out for selected cities, there is apprehension that these would be one-time
exercises. Given the dynamic nature of climate risks, the assessments need to be updated regularly.Second,
adopt technical standards that consider climate change. City governments often share a request for proposals
(RFPs) as part of the procurement process for various services.

These RFPs could specify technical parameters (for example, heat-resistant pavement materials) or standards
(for example, ISO) that align with climate transitions. For instance, private companies bidding for road
contracts could use polymer modified bituminous materials that can typically withstand temperatures in excess
of 40°C. Or, information on future rainfall extremes could be used while designing city drainage systems.Third,
address interdependencies. Infrastructure components are highly interconnected: Electricity failures could
disrupt transport or ICT services, transport disruption, in turn, could affect emergency health services. The
failure of one set of infrastructure can amplify risks across other sectors. It is important to map these
interconnections as well as study whether current governance structures are adequate to address the associated
risks.

Fourth, develop innovative financial instruments. Very often, infrastructure project finance does not account
for future climate risks as part of the risk portfolio. New debt instruments such as climate-resilience bonds
could be used to insure infrastructure against specific climate risks. Such bonds would spread risk across
multiple investors while borrowing money from the debt market. Investors would receive market or higher
rates of return until the onset of an adverse climate event, after which they would forfeit capital up to their
investment liability. Prudent use of financial instruments could hedge against future climate risks.Our re-
imagined urban future has to include climate resilience at its core.
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Corruption in the era of liberalisation

With its tentacles spreading to every branch of the state, corruption’s salience has
never been higher

N. Ram

In 1987-1988, without much forewarning, we at The Hindu found ourselves in the deep end,
investigating grand corruption of a kind that India had not seen before,” writes N. Ram, chairman of
Kasturi & Sons Ltd., and former editor-in-chief of The Hindu and Frontline, in his new book, Why
Scams Are Here to Stay: Understanding Political Corruption in India. Drawing on the experience of
investigating Bofors, modern India’s defining corruption scandal, he throws a spotlight on the
intractability of corruption — in its pervasiveness, omnipresence, and multifariousness — under the
prevailing circumstances in India, which is to say that without making deep-going and radical
changes to India’s political economy it will not be possible to prevent and eliminate corruption. Yet,
he argues counter-intuitively, combating corruption is decidedly a challenge of the here and now. An
excerpt:

Gunnar Myrdal even came up with a ‘sketch’ of a theory of corruption in South Asia by offering some
‘reasonable, though quite tentative’ questions to be explored and hypotheses to be tested. These questions and
hypotheses attempted to relate corruption in South Asian countries to general socio-economic conditions, to
the stage of development, and especially to institutional and attitudinal problems. But Myrdal’s sketch of a
theory of corruption in South Asia was ahistorical in one critical respect: it failed to acknowledge the extent to
which the colonial power had participated in and nurtured the corruption, and the conditions engendering
corruption, that free India inherited. Interestingly, while Myrdal saw the presence of corruption in South Asian
countries in somewhat static terms, as a legacy from pre-capitalist, traditional society, he related
the increase in corruption to the processes of dynamic change in the social system, offering the insight that
many of the changes that had occurred afforded ‘greater incentives as well as greater opportunities for
corruption’. Most significantly, he called attention to the active role of the business world in promoting
corruption among politicians and administrators.

Socio-economically and politically, India is a very different country from the one Myrdal encountered during
the decade he researched and wrote Asian Drama (1968). But his observation that many of the dynamic
changes in the social system had enabled corruption on a bigger scale proved prophetic for the post-1991 era of
economic liberalization and accelerated pursuit of neo-liberal policies. It is now well established that the facts
of corruption, that is, its magnitude, spread, and effects in the polity and society, have increased exponentially
over the past quarter century. While the folklore has kept in step, the anti-corruption arrangements and actions
have been limping a long way behind.The problem in India, where moralistic approaches to corruption are
common and often dominate public discourse, is that the gap between what the anti-corruption campaigners,
many of them ‘Gandhians’, demand and what the polity and the legal system are willing and able to do is
enormous. When corruption is not conceptualized soundly, in relation to socio-economic, political, and cultural
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factors, but is presented in overly simplified moral terms, analysis of its causes and effects tends to go all over
the place; and without accurate, theoretically sound and empirically backed analysis, prescription tends to be
seriously flawed. The result is that anti-corruption institutional arrangements and actions habitually miss the
mark; and mass campaigns against corruption, fuelled largely by moral outrage, make their contribution by
raising the level of public awareness but are unable to sustain themselves beyond a point and fail to meet the
lofty objectives they set themselves. The anti-corruption movements spearheaded by Jayaprakash Narayan in
the 1970s and by Anna Hazare in 2011-2012 make the case strongly for the last point.

The past decade-and-a-half has seen a spectacular outbreak of corruption scandals, big-ticket, medium-sized,
and relatively small. With its tentacles spreading to virtually every branch of the Indian state and to key sectors
of the economy, and to the news media, corruption’s salience in India’s political economy and public policy
discourse has never been higher.

28 scams and counting

For the period 2000-2013, Sandip Sukhtankar and Milan Vaishnav, researchers in political economy, have
come up with a shortlist of twenty-eight scams, involving hundreds of billions of dollars, from the lists
compiled by five news outlets. They calculate that for this list of early twenty-first century corruption scandals,
‘the mean scam “value” was Rs. 36,000 crore, and the median Rs. 12,000 crore. A major omission from this
shortlist is Vyapam, the mega-scam in BJP-ruled Madhya Pradesh.There was a time when the stock
explanation for corruption in India was the ‘permit-licence-quota raj’— virtually everything could be attributed
to it. The prediction offered by a legion of neo-liberal economists and political theorists was that deregulation
and liberalization would lead to the prevention, containment, and eventual elimination of corruption. Precisely
the opposite has happened: liberalization has ushered in corruption in a much greater variety of forms and on
an unimaginably greater scale than anything seen under the so-called licence raj.

The interesting question is why and various answers have been put forward by scholars and policymakers. The
essential neo-liberal answer is that many vestiges of the licence raj remain, enforcement capacity is still weak,
and the reform process needs to be given more time to bring down the level of corruption. The evidence clearly
and decisively goes against such ideologically led reasoning that often sounds like casuistry. The real
explanation for the exponential increase in corruption in the era of liberalization and high economic growth
must necessarily be complex and nuanced and, as we will see, it is to be found deep in the heart and entrails of
India’s political economy as it has evolved over the past quarter century.The short answer to the question is
that with deregulation and liberalization, the state has played a different kind of role to the one it played
earlier, providing access to scarce public resources as part of a process of promoting private sector-led growth
at any cost and supporting without inhibition the omnipresence and play of private interests within the public
sphere; and there is plenty of evidence to show that corruption tends to be greater when pro-business strategies
of governments bring on or facilitate crony capitalism and ‘when there is a state-engineered redistribution of
wealth in favour of a few and at the explicit or implicit expense of the many’.

A political reckoning over burgeoning levels of corruption was due and it took place with a certain inevitability.
Given the unprecedented levels of corruption witnessed over the previous decade, it was no surprise that the
issue figured prominently in the 2014 Lok Sabha elections and was responsible, in no small measure, for the
rout of the Congress-led United Progressive Alliance.
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Is artificial intelligence fuelling natural stupidity?

We are at a stage where the genial news environment committed to truth and public
interest is under pressure

A.S. Panneerselvan

In 2012, there was an air of innocence when I took over as the Readers’ Editor of this newspaper. Terms such
as ‘accuracy’, ‘fairness’, ‘authentic sources’, and ‘verification’, and C.P. Scott’s dictum “Comment is free, but
facts are sacred” did possess a striking potential to keep journalism on the straight and narrow path. Algorithm
was a part of mathematics and technology and it had hardly revealed its stranglehold on the information
ecology. Artificial intelligence was a footnote. Albert Einstein’s wry remark, “Artificial intelligence is no match
for natural stupidity,” was invoked sometimes to prove a point. However, the march of technology with its
myriad participatory platforms, aided by people’s desire to believe what they want to believe, has made the task
of a news ombudsman difficult.Fake news, doctored videos, unsubstantiated inflammatory news content that
further divide and polarise our society are increasing by the day. I am forced to think constantly of what new
skills a news ombudsman must acquire to uphold the principles of journalism. While it is relatively easy to deal
with the rancour that flows from ideological positions, it is an uphill task to address anxious questions from
concerned readers who struggle to distinguish social media rumours from real news.

The ease of faking a news item

Two recent reports increased my apprehensions. “Slowdown in Software Central: Indian-Americans in the
Silicon Valley” (Ground Zero, July 1, 2017) by Varghese K. George in this newspaper was an in-depth report on
how automation threatens to alter the dynamics for all times to come. The article gave sufficient clues about the
changing nature of the forces that control the information flow, and hence, the future of journalism as well.

The Economist ’s report, “Fake news: you ain’t seen nothing yet”, published on the same day, was chilling. It
was about how technology aids in generating fake audio and video reports that are convincing. The report was
about the generative adversarial network (GAN), a type of artificial learning algorithm, which is used to create
a fake clip without fiddling with editing or any other manipulations. It explained how fake audio creation has
become simple already and creating a fake video is well on the way to becoming child’s play. While some
experts feel that the day of fake YouTube videos is not very far, some feel it may take time. According to The
Economist , it is only a question of “when”, not “if”. “We think that Al is going to change the kinds of evidence
that we can trust,” was the observation of one of the researchers interviewed by the magazine.

There are multiple reasons to be alarmed by this spectre. We are already witnessing party spokespersons
falling prey to fake news and displaying their ignorance during prime time debates on our television channels.
Dubious forwards using social networking platforms like WhatsApp are on the rise. There is an exponential
increase in the number of people who believe what is forwarded from their immediate circle of friends,
relatives and colleagues. There are no trustworthy mechanisms to check every fake news, false catastrophe and
phantom chicanery.The Sunday Magazine story, “On the origin of specious news” (July 2), profiled the
fledgling fact-checking Indian website, ‘Alt News’, and brought out the multiple difficulties in checking the
authenticity of viral videos. It read: “Tracing the origins of a widely circulated hoax can often be complicated.
An image or video may not have been manipulated: rather, an entirely authentic piece of footage may be
circulated under false contexts.” The act of verification is central to journalism. But, what happens when that
process is subverted by technology? Is journalism alone a victim of this subversion? What is the social cost?
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In his novel, Murther and Walking Spirits , Robertson Davies observed: “Always in history there are those who
are impelled, by reasons they think sufficient, to ruin, in so far as they can, what patient, indefatigable warriors
of civilization and culture have built up, because they value other things and worship other gods.” We are at a
similar cusp where the genial news environment that is committed to truth and public interest is under
pressure. We need to acquire both the tenacity and the competence to confront the threat from artificial
intelligence to retain the space for journalism as a common good.
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