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Manipulating Minds

Governments must step in and strongly regulate social media. It is a proven
destabiliser

TOI Editorials

Last week’s US Congressional report pointing out anti-competitive practices of big technology companies
- and the recent Netflix docudrama The Social Dilemma, that exposes how social media companies are
subverting human minds and society - call for immediate action to rein in destructive monopolies. These
big tech companies - like Facebook and Google, to name the most prominent - enjoy greater power over
their users than any other commercial entity in recent history. Despite their epoch changing influence on
human civilisation they are, ironically, also the least regulated.

Today’s social media hydra was just waiting for the marriage of technology evolution with psychological
insights since the internet’s early days itself when people created webpages, ogled at celebrities,
searched old friends and services, typed emails, scoured for pornography, peddled conspiracy theories,
and frequented chatrooms. Emerging platforms like Facebook, Instagram, Twitter and WhatsApp evolved
to suck users deeper into virtual cocoons. They have spawned compulsive personality traits vastly
different from peoples’ original selves, fed and weaponised off the very information we search or publish.
The rewards accrue to a few like social media influencers, while the repercussions of short-lived personal
gratification are increasingly being felt by young people, families, communities and even governments.

Amid the gratification offered to those stirring the most eyeballs and biases, facts and reason struggle to
play catch-up. Society is setting great store by hypernationalism, populism and ethnic supremacism after
decades of dominance of ideas like democracy, equality and fraternity. The influence of mainstream
media, which tries to distil fact from claims and present an objective reality, has also dimmed. Gen-Z has
known no other world but this. An anxious, distrustful, withdrawn generation portends great chaos.
Make amends before another Dark Age visits us.

Arguably, the changes happened too fast for governments to respond. But that is no longer the case. The
2018 EU General Data Protection Regulation, with norms like protecting the “vital interests of data
subjects” and other individuals, offer solid templates for social media regulation. Indian regulators must
apply a similar template. After all, the Supreme Court ruled privacy to be a fundamental right in India in
2017. Besides, social media is also an information broadcaster like mainstream media. Parity demands
the same media regulations and responsibilities applying to both. Letting tech companies escape
regulation makes a mockery of competition and media laws besides endangering individual and social
well-being.
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A Threat To Democracy

State agencies have become adept at ‘investigating’ and harassing those who speak
up

Pavan K Varma, [ The writer is an author and former diplomat]

Alexander the Great once encountered two
Jain saints in India who were disinclined to
show any deference to him. When he asked
them why, they said (according to Arrian,
Alexander’s biographer): ‘King Alexander,
every man can possess only so much of the
earth’s surface as this we are standing on. You
are but human like the rest of us, save that you
are always busy and up to no good ... You will
soon be dead, and then you will own just as
much of the earth as will suffice to bury you.’

Millennia later, in April 1918, a man called
Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi was arrested
and produced in the dingy court of the British
sub-divisional officer in Champaran, Bihar.
The judge asked Gandhi to leave Champaran. ‘If you leave the district now and promise not to return, the
case against you would be withdrawn,” he said. Gandhi refused. The magistrate then offered to release
him on the bail of a hundred rupees. Gandhi refused the bail. That night he was released on the
magistrate’s personal recognisance.

The ability to speak truth to power has a hoary tradition in India. But, it is also true that it is easier for
saints to be brave. They have little to lose, and the fire of their convictions is not easily doused by
intimidation, incarceration or threat to life. Ordinary people have to more carefully weigh the
consequences. This is especially so because in modern times, even in democracies, the powers of the
government are not to be trifled with.

The most important power is that of harassment. Individuals provide easy pickings on the assumption
that they are isolated, and at the mercy of the state. If the victims come together, the uproar could be too
loud, invite judicial indictment, ‘undesirable’ media attention, or widespread public backlash.

The trick, therefore, is to unleash the powers of harassment of the state just below the threshold of
something as drastic as the imposition of an Emergency. Intimidation can then succeed largely
unobtrusively, while claiming at the same time to be within the four corners of the law.

Something like this seems to be happening in our country today. The increasing misuse of draconian laws
like the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) Act (UAPA), the National Security Act (NSA) or the Public Safety
Act (PSA) has empowered the government to unilaterally declare somebody a ‘terrorist’, arrest him
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arbitrarily, and incarcerate him for extended periods without trial. Agencies like the Enforcement
Directorate (ED) and the IT department have become adept in ‘investigating’ those who speak up.

‘Conspiracies’ against the state are suddenly conjured up. Transparency institutions like the Right to
Information Act stand weakened. Civil society groups are under legal pressure. ‘Friendly’ media channels
are routinely given selective leaks. And, troll armies are always there to provide the back-up to destroy a
person’s reputation even before he or she is declared innocent.

The time has come to understand that democratic states have vast residual powers to behave
undemocratically. Genuinely democratic governments hesitate to use these powers. But those that are
not so inclined, can leverage them with great success to ensure conformity.

It appears that even the relatively powerful get the message quite quickly. Karan Johar is one of India’s
most successful movie moguls. For some time now, the video footage of a party he hosted in 2019 has
been the subject of ‘investigation’ by the Narcotics Control Bureau (NCB) for alleged consumption of
drugs.

To begin with, Johar threatened legal action against the ‘slanderous and malicious statements’ against
him. But, at some point, it would seem, he realised that he was fighting against something much bigger
and sinister. Recently, he issued tweets that make interesting reading.

“Drawing inspiration from our Honourable Prime Minister from whom we seek sustained guidance,”
filmdom, he wrote, will portray the “valour, values and culture of India” for the 75th Independence
anniversary celebrations. Another eminent producer, Ekta Kapoor, retweeted his tweet, adding: “Thank
you Honourable PM. Just to be included in your vision of our country is such an honour.”

Perhaps the fulsome praise of the PM in these tweets is a coincidence. Or, perhaps it is one way of buying
peace. For, it is clear that for the powers that be, Kangana Ranaut is a far more ‘appropriate’ mascot for
Bollywood than Swara Bhaskar. The film industry must fall in line with such a vision. Or else.

Such ‘compromises’ are happening in every walk of life. The poor and the middle class are especially
vulnerable, but the rich are not exempt, as any truthful businessman will tell you.

The only foolproof remedy is judicial protection. But justice in our country is often delayed. In the
interim, the powers of harassment of the unprincipled government overrules the freedoms sanctioned by
the Constitution. The goal is a compliant nation, not one where the likes of the two Jain saints, or Gandhiji,
can proliferate.

However, societies where there is no more the tradition of speaking truth to power, become dangerously
authoritarian. One successful act of state coercion emboldens dozens more. Ultimately, the very fabric of
democratic governance is threatened. Citizens will have to decide how far they must bend. And, when
they need to unite.
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The federalism test

For the future of Centre-state relations, Centre should borrow to fund states’ GST loss

M Govinda Rao, [ The writer was member, Fourteenth Finance Commission and former director,
NIPFP.]

ON THE ISSUE of compensating states for the loss of their GST revenues, in the 41st meeting of the GST
Council held on August 27, the Union government had presented the states with two options. The Centre
had estimated the states’ total loss of GST revenue at Rs 3 lakh crore, of which, Rs 65,000 crore was
expected to accrue from the compensation cess. Of the remaining Rs 2.35 lakh crore, the loss due to an
“Act of God” — the pandemic — was estimated at Rs 1.28 lakh crore. The first option was to provide
states a special window to borrow Rs 97,000 crore from the RBI, which was later revised to Rs 1.1 lakh
crore. Under this option, both the interest payments and the repayments would be made from future
collections of the compensation cess. In the second option, the entire shortfall of Rs 2.35 lakh crore could
be borrowed from the market and the states would have to bear the interest costs, but the repayments
would be adjusted against future collections of the cess. While the states ruled by the BJP and its allies
have opted to take the first option, 10 states ruled mainly by the Opposition parties have rejected both
the options and have stated that it is the Centre’s responsibility to compensate the states, and therefore, it
should borrow.

Building the consensus which culminated in the creation of the GST Council in 2017 to levy GST — a
unified domestic consumption tax — was hailed as a great example of cooperative federalism. The states
had agreed to join in the reform even as it involved sacrificing their fiscal autonomy. Concerned with
their Central Sales Tax compensation experience, states wanted a firm assurance from the Centre. The
minutes of the 7th and 8th GST Council meeting show that most of the states wanted the Centre to
commit on paying compensation from the Consolidated Fund of India (CFI) at which the Union Finance
Minister had stated, “....Compensation to the States shall be paid for 5 years in full within the stipulated
period of 5 years and, in case the amount in the GST compensation fund falls short of the compensation
payable in any bi-monthly period, the GST Council shall decide the mode of raising additional resources
including borrowing from the market which could be repaid by collection of cess in the sixth year or
further subsequent years” (Para 23 iii. Page 27 of the minutes of the 8th meeting) Thus, there was a clear
commitment of the Centre on the issue of compensation and the method of recouping the loss.

The payment of compensation has plunged the Union-state relationship to a new low. Besides the issue of
compensation itself, the way the entire episode has been managed smacks of gaming and strategy in a
period of crisis which does not augur well for the future of the Union-state relationship. First, the
presentation of the two options without any discussion in the council and mandating that states choose
one of the options within a week was not in the spirit in which the compensation was promised. In fact,
reneging on the agreement, by not recognising the Centre’s commitment, will make states wary of any
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future reforms involving an agreement with the Centre. Second, giving selective press statements from
time to time by “officials” and “sources” to pressurise the states into accepting one or the other option
does not infuse confidence. There was a statement in the press a few days ago that 21 states have
accepted the first option and if the rest of the states do not exercise their option within a week, they will
have to wait until 2022. Third, there was a statement by the Union finance ministry officials that the GST
Council does not have jurisdiction over borrowing and borrowing is an individual state and Centre’s
decision under Article 293 of the Constitution. If so, why were the two borrowing options presented to
the states in the meeting of the Council? Is this not completely contrary to the promise made by the
finance minister in the 8th meeting of the council quoted above?

The issue is one of compensation to be paid to the states for which a solution must be found. It is the
Centre’s commitment to find the compensation mechanism and borrowing is one of the options — that
must be discussed in the Council. Furthermore, if the commitment of the Centre is recognised as admitted
by the finance minister in the 7th GST council meeting, given the relative fiscal strength of the Centre and
the states and as the interest rate of the Centre’s borrowing is lower than that of the states, the Centre
should take the responsibility to borrow. Both interest payments and repayment of the principal liability
can be met from future collections from the cess.

This issue is of immense significance for the future of Centre-state relations. This is not merely a matter
related to compensation for the loss of revenue, but has to do with the credibility of honouring the
agreement. So far deliberations in the council have been carried out in the spirit of camaraderie. But
pressuring states on the basis of political strength will have adverse consequences for the country’s
federal structure.

Date: 12-10-20

MSP in the age of surplus

Government buying of agriculture commodities was a crisis-era policy . Today , we
need laws that give farmers more space to sell their produce — new farm laws fit this
bill

Ashok Gulati, [ Gulati is Infosys Chair Professor for Agriculture at ICRIER]
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Indian democracy has been at full
play in reaction to the new farm
laws. While the government hailed it
as a historic decision — I tend to
agree with that — the Opposition
parties described the passing of
these farm laws as “a dark day for

a farmers” and a “sell out to corporate
¥ - sharks”. What amused me the most
& was how everyone’s heart was
O - suddenly bleeding for the farmer.
e 0 w? I could, however, see that both sides

of the political spectrum want
farmers’ incomes to increase. The Opposition parties want to ensure that through higher and more
effective MSP (minimum support prices), while the government is offering greater choices to farmers
through markets, without demolishing the existing MSP system.

Having analysed the MSP business over decades, let me say clearly that the regime was the creation of the
era of scarcity in the mid-1960s. Indian agriculture has, since then, turned the corner from scarcity to
surplus. The policy instruments of dealing with shortages are different from those dealing with surpluses.
In a surplus economy, unless we allow a greater role for markets and make agriculture demand-driven,
the MSP route can spell financial disaster. This transition is about changing the pricing mix — how much
of it should be state-supported and how much market-driven. The new laws are trying to increase the
relative role of markets without dismantling the MSP system. Let me also say that, currently, no system is
perfect, be it the one based on MSP or that led by the markets. But the MSP system is much more costly
and inefficient, while the market-led system will be more sustainable provided we can “get the markets
right”. Let me explain that in some detail.

MSPs pertain primarily to paddy and wheat in selected states — in recent years, the government has also
been buying some amounts of pulses, oilseeds and cotton occasionally. A perusal of the MSP dominated
system of rice and wheat shows that the stocks with the government are way above the buffer stock
norms (see figure). The economic cost of procured rice comes to about Rs 37/kg and that of wheat is
around Rs 27 /kg. The CTC (cost to company) of departmental labour of the Food Corporation of India is
six to eight times higher than contract labour in the market. No wonder, market prices of rice and wheat
are much lower than the economic cost incurred by the FCI. In Bihar’s rural areas, for example, one can
easily get rice in the retail market at Rs 23-25/kg. The bottom line is that grain stocks with the FCI cannot
be exported without a subsidy, which invites WTQ’s objections. The real bill of food subsidy is going
through the roof but that is not reflected in the Central budget as the FCI is asked to borrow more and
more. The FCI's burden is touching Rs 3 lakh crore. We are simply postponing a financial crisis in the food
management system. The FCI can reduce costs if it uses policy instruments like “put options”. But who
cares for cost efficiency when arguments are put forward in the name of the poor?

Some scholars have even spoken of sugarcane pricing and milk pricing by co-operatives in the same vein
as the MSP. Technically, that is not correct. The MSP is an assurance (not legal binding) by the
government to the farmers that it will buy at this assured price if the market prices go below it. In the
case of sugarcane, the government announces a “fair and remunerative price” (FRP) to be paid by sugar
factories — Uttar Pradesh announces its own “state advised price” (SAP). Look at the mess we have
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created in the sugar sector. The sheer populism of SAP has resulted in cane arrears amounting to more
than Rs 8,000 crore, with large surpluses of sugar that can’t be exported. This sector has, consequently,
become globally non-competitive. Unless sugarcane pricing follows the C Rangarajan Committee’s
recommendations — somewhat akin to milk pricing — the problems of the sugar sector will not go away.

That brings me to the most important commodity of Indian agriculture, milk, whose value is more than
that of rice, wheat, and sugarcane combined. In the case of milk co-operatives, pricing is done by the
company in consultation with milk federations, not by the government. It is more in the nature of a
contract price. R S Sodhi, the managing director of the largest milk co-operative (GCMMF, AMUL) has said
that milk does not have a MSP. It competes with private companies, be it Nestle, Hatsun or Schreiber
Dynamix dairies. And, the milk sector has been growing at a rate two to three times higher than rice,
wheat and sugarcane. Today, India is the largest producer of milk — 187 million tonnes annually — way
ahead of the second-ranked US which produces around 100 million tonnes every year.

My reading is that in the next three to five years, hundreds and thousands of companies will be
encouraged to build efficient supply lines somewhat on the lines of milk, as a result of these changes in
farm laws. These supply lines — be it with farmers producer organisations (FPOs) or through
aggregators — will, of course, be created in states where these companies find the right investment
climate. Some will fail, but many will succeed. These companies will help raise productivity, similar to
what has happened in the poultry sector. Milk and poultry don’t have MSP and farmers do not have to go
through the mandi system paying high commissions, market fees and cess. The choice is ours: Do we
want growth that is financially sustainable, or create a mess somewhat like what we have created in the
case of rice, wheat, and sugar.

[ must say also that the pricing system has its limits in raising farmers’ incomes. More sustainable
solutions lie in augmenting productivity, diversifying to high-value crops, and shifting people out of
agriculture to high productivity jobs elsewhere. But no one talked about these during these agitations.
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Food for peace

The Nobel for the World Food Programme highlights multilateralism’s benefits
Editorial

Alfred Nobel’s willed legacy to reward exceptional work that furthers fraternity among nations,
eliminates or reduces armies and promotes congresses of peace has brought the Nobel Peace Prize to a
variety of causes — from abolition of landmines, nuclear and chemical weapons to addressing climate
change, besides conflict resolution. This year’s prize has been awarded to the World Food Programme
(WFP), of the UN system, for its contribution to combating hunger in conflict and disaster-struck sites.
The Norwegian Nobel Committee took note of the WFP’s life-saving role in the year of the pandemic,
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staving off catastrophes of hunger in Yemen, Congo, Nigeria, South Sudan and Burkina Faso. The Prize is a
fitting tribute to the aid workers who brave hazardous conditions to reach starving people in theatres of
war, civil strife and natural disasters, moving food on aircraft, trucks and even all-terrain amphibious
vehicles. The decision to honour the WFP echoes the advice of another peace laureate from 1949, Lord
John Boyd Orr, the first head of the FAO, that peace cannot be built on empty stomachs. That counsel
must resonate even more with all countries and foster greater cooperation to close the WFP’s funding
gap of $4.1 billion, as the world’s hunger map presents a depressing picture with more than a quarter of
the population facing undernourishment in many countries; in strife-ridden Syria, an estimated 4.6
million people survive on food aid. Clearly, without stronger commitment from the big powers, the
challenge to feed the millions who suffer acute hunger due to conflict and failed agriculture can never be
met.

The recognition that the WFP has received can help the humanitarian organisation prepare for a decade
of ambition and help meet the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG). Of central importance is SDG 2 —
achieving zero hunger by 2030 — a target that requires determination to resolve festering armed
conflict, and more fundamentally, to mitigate carbon emissions early and avert effects on agriculture
from disastrous climate events. As the Norwegian committee has pointed out, the need for international
solidarity and multilateral cooperation is more conspicuous than ever. Democracy also needs
strengthening to help achieve equitable food distribution and end hunger, a salutary outcome
experienced by free societies that also have unfettered media. Several poor countries have suffered a
severe setback to their developmental aspirations due to the pandemic, and lack strong institutional
governance to manage the crisis. This is a time for the world’s big powers to strengthen the UN system,
espousing fraternity, shunning militarism, greening economies and resolving conflicts in the true spirit of
the Peace Prize.
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37 39eT T Sfer T 379el T Sfael 1 Yaer Y fodm 81 g8 A SToAd & [T 18 gergeifa =1t gieh|
m%é&rﬁmﬁmmama@%ﬁ%‘raﬁrtﬁmlWgﬂgﬁﬁmw%‘ﬁsgﬂ
3ar 31fedca # Faft AT G Bl S| FAF g AT wemafaw dar & AR
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IR AT T B TR

Ade g

TN o 3R FT Fisoll # 1o HSeaR A oA A SHAT . IRGLN eFaedr Hedl el &
foT Fuar & PR (IREBE) F goar s F AET sRTR o= A7 ¥l WER dF H URERAr A
& foT o] R 1T FEEt & Aegd § dARGH TR R S 580 FARRA @ ool 254 el @ 3@ ST S
@1 81 grelifeh gfeiar & orersrer qaf & & W HeeaR fHane aReRiar #efe (e of) & g
Sl & Tod 78 39T #X WY B, $HD ddoe cTaEANTd HSCAR & Ah ofdldR FU S T &1 W
HRT F PR ufa & 37dr Prae /iar &1 v s 718 )

SO geTeIeTel I TSl RUIE & 3AR #Rd, IRGRIAT & AHd # dfRgsh TR W TEd W o5
URIETT 9X 37T 9T §1 38 AT H Alel 2011 H HRA @Y U W AT| 98t 2016 H R v et geaw
Eﬁﬁmwwﬁ&ﬁmmﬁa‘s’ﬁﬂﬁ%qmqmquu TS| WS o arer # 0Ra & afa &
s GUR g1 AT g1 IREBNS Flefel S TAH A o gielar sk H a9 a1 & oS §ar @ 3
AT & 3N @ @ SR § & aerar & @ems @Rl # Afd 3R dAud A whwar F@ g
FARASET FEAT T SeXeiietel’ T RGIE & FHclideh gierdr &1 ggel CENE of 1766 H T
AT & N a1 ATl g8 dc 1949 & TS o g SHET 3¢ ALY & Ul 3Held o IUR W 3
TIET H T ST T o] fhAT| $Hb TY & WHRT dF H IRERIAT ol F SoAdr @ ameiery giafded
A & T FIar & AR B HTUROT A oA AT $H ITURIT T F{JT §T & §C fheels o7 1951
# FST & A off 3 g A ey TR mé’raﬁaﬁrmqg’rcrﬁwsaﬁmmquﬁaﬂt
ARG WHR o Y AFRS JATUPR & T H FRES BN AIAT Y&l HI| 5T 1T & kg TR W
cllehcliTeh SHAEAT dTed &R o FIATISIh, Tsleiiicieh 3N AWTRS HUBRT T H@oll H Tl & ITUBR HI
Y RBfae T8 & T H IRGAT Iaedm &7 gRAR el FI 9gal ool &L &Il oIdrell, 39 de 122 9T
HREHTS Flofell T U A b F o] A Yeh g1 Freliich SIeThRI Pl gl 7 oA HT ¢ 6 3T dh
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IRAITS & R A giaar 1 90-92 gfdrd MeTEr 3 & Srase dRGH TR W WHRT dF # Herar
HH Bl & ST 96 TG 6T ¢ STHUE SeTRAeTel I FR FhIS & YW TH AR SIear o1 A § foh
3% WIS AT dof WHRI I HYAT AR el # A gl 30 AT § 6 Th RSB glaar e
faRe 3urdl @l giafRad = & yal & 254 T @l A gAY A S ¢ AR ARG RIS Fef 9]
A I 1547 FTATIRE HAT @1 81 W FHAT A SAAAT I Wh-GAT AT JaedT o el Il W 568
glell, SYAEAT3HT T N A H WITAAT & FAcdle g1 AT & & 3Hhst & S oI & AT ST Fohell & [
oo 15 ATl & 319 dF HAgoT a5 FIHE ANIRST o IRES FT STAATT fFAT| TWFR o g 3T ToT &
TR W Il AR 1 3o ar X Gar §, et ifteier Io7 @R 5 3@ &1 Fepn d W
TRAFA Tellel T FHAT & A& WAl &1 S &M Achon ¢ o AR To7 TWHN A1 AT & HlASST i
¥ RO off Fafaa d W yehIfa =187 & W@ B

$8% Iolc Tdisd, dicorad 3R Mherols S URefiar & A Sut # IHREANS &1 gred gaedr & 3%
TWHR F # PR R FTT07 1 A&T HUR 8| gTelifh IR H $H T2 @ SAhR 1 haT ST Hevell
¢ foF dierdife cgaedr # S AR & Asld el H AREBMS 3Miclelel AT 36 fAST WEN 38 &
IRUMAFSFT AR H 12 ey 2005 &1 JREINTS Fefel A &1 Fhl| Ig a1 PR § o 38 o] e H
TERT T AT IR AT 7 HR P G §U FE Pl dMod IROTAT F 3N FH ¥ gl W A
IREBNS & 3¢ CUH & 3NN & YR T IE Hegell Iold o1el g b G & FIoll o H TG Td
Ty A1 SITTAT &7 dof W & 3§ HRIX 39T & FohdTl g

12



