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Quad: The New ToolKit

For India this could be another Y2K moment - which put it on the path of being a tech
power

Indrani Bagchi is The Times of India's diplomatic editor.
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“The four leaders did discuss the challenge posed by
China, and they made clear that none of them have any
illusions about China. But today was not fundamentally
about China.” Jake Sullivan’s succinct remarks after the
first-ever Quad summit on Friday showed clearly what
the Quad is and what it could become.

There’s no doubt a resurgent, aggressive and
hegemonistic China is the wind beneath the Quad’s
wings. From deadly clashes in eastern Ladakh to
rampaging through the South and East China Seas;
coercive trade practices, tech theft and cyberattacks;
threatening Taiwan and annexing Hong Kong’s politics;
unleashing a fishing militia and a trigger-happy
coastguard; banning pineapples and wine imports; and
that coronavirus from Wuhan felling the rest of the world ... we’re confronting a global power like no
other.

The Quad’s the thin end of the wedge in what promises to become an expanding “toolkit” of a massive
counterbalancing exercise. The “coming of age” party for the Quad now makes it a “force for global good”
and a “pillar of stability” as PM Modi put it pithily. A joint oped by the four leaders declared, in what you
could call a socially distanced ‘high-five’: “The Quad is a flexible group of like-minded partners dedicated
to advancing a common vision and to ensuring peace and prosperity.”

Hosting the summit allowed the US to reclaim global leadership, a key element of President Biden’s poll
plank. It fixed the US strategic priority of going up against China with allies who had clear skin in the
game. The US regained some lost moral equity - by piggybacking on India’s vaccine manufacturing
capability to make for the world. US tech leadership will need countries like India and Japan on the same
side. US climate leadership can go nowhere without India on board.

The rejuvenated Quad gives Australia and Japan much needed support to stiffen their spine against
relentless Chinese coercion. Reeling under recurring Chinese import bans on its barley, coal, wine, there
were times when Australia wondered whether it was fighting a lonely battle.

This week, the Japanese envoy to Australia, Shingo Yamagami, said, Australia’s “not walking alone”. “Each
and every day Japan is struggling because of ... China, and the rise of China, the dramatic increase of
defence spending ... I do marvel at the consistent, persistent, steadfast, resilient response shown by
people [in Australia].” Japan has been struggling against China’s coastguard law, import dependence and
isn’t doing very well against Covid either. All four countries have felt Chinese aggression to the bone,
India’s the only one to have shed blood.

For India, the Quad could be another Y2K moment - 20 years ago a calendar glitch started India off on its
journey to becoming a tech and knowledge power. The pandemic and the Quad have given India another
moment. Biological E (which, by the way, is a woman-run company, something the government didn’t
bother to highlight) could be just the first of many more vaccine giants India can build.

Covid-19 has taught us that the next pandemic isn’t far away. India can put itself ahead of the game by
being able to develop vaccines and therapeutics rather than only manufacture them. Adar Poonawalla is
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right, allow the pharma sector to grow. Modi wants India to be “pharmacy to the world”. Make it happen.
China’s doing the slimy thing of raising API prices, but honestly, that pain should go away in a few years.

On climate change, India has positioned itself as proactive, after spending years being the “No” nation.
Last week John Kerry, Biden'’s climate czar, said, “India has a plan to produce about 450GW of renewable
power by 2030, it’s a very ambitious goal. ... I've put together a small consortium of a number of countries
that are prepared to help India with some of the finance and transition.” If this works, and we’ll know by
COP-26, that could be another growth engine. India today is probably the only big power that can meet its
climate goals.

The most important expert group the summit threw up is on technology - going directly to Biden’s aim of
creating techno-alliances. That should resonate in India - from 5G to Al to semiconductors and critical
materials, these are the discussions and building blocks of the future. This isn’t the time to get
nationalistic about tech, it’s the time to put in stakes and build.

This brings me to the absence of mention of security and defence in the Quad statement. There’s been
growing “interoperability” between members. India and the US have signed four agreements, the others
are Cold War treaty allies. This cooperation is unlikely to be put down on paper. Two things need to
happen though - India and the US have to overcome the CAATSA barrier, and India and Japan should be
invited as observers to the Five Eyes.

The Quad needn’t grow. But there could be Quad-Plus arrangements - we’ve seen two, one with Vietnam,
New Zealand and South Korea, and the other with South Korea, Brazil and Israel. Defence and security
Plus groups could have France and Indonesia, one on semiconductors would need Taiwan, Korea and the
Netherlands, and so on. The UK will have to do more than send a carrier strike group on a cruise to
warrant a place. These would be flexible, coming together for specific purposes. They may not include
China.

The Quad joint statement is the first that came with a title. But reading beyond the text, it's clear the

scope will go beyond. If the four countries stay on course and don’t break up the party. For India, the
opportunities are considerable. The problems will be much bigger too.
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Adding Momentum to Sound Urbanisation
ET Editorials

It is welcome that the micro foundations for competitiveness in urban centres across India and attendant
rankings are now a regular feature in policy circles. The Ease of Living Index (EoLI) 2020, which ranks
111 cities on 13 parameters, has placed Bengaluru and Pune as the top performers in the million-plus
population category; while Shimla and Bhubaneswar are like-wise in the less-than-a-million list (as per
2011 census). Our urban areas do provide the bulk of economic growth, by far, and cities matter.
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The EoLl is an assessment tool to evaluate the quality of living and economic ability of a city, together
with its sustainability and resilience. It has a citizen perception survey component with 30% weightage
in the index, with the rest 70% weightage distributed across categories such as education, health,
economic opportunity, green spaces and city resilience. The index can well provide guidance for
evidence-based policymaking and peer learning. In tandem, the Municipal Performance Index (MPI)
2020, which has been undertaken for the first time, places Indore and NDMC as the top performers. The
MPI seeks to measure governance, including of the digital variety, in areas such as municipal services,
fiscal responsibility and expenditure management, so as to shore up transparency and accountability in
urban local government.

The index provides a ranking, but a relative ranking is no guarantee of adequacy. India must plan for the
huge influx of rural folk to urban areas that is bound to follow in the wake of, and drive, prosperity.
Policies on releasing land for urbanisation without conflict, making land losers stakeholders in the
prosperity that is built on their erstwhile land and sound urban planning to optimise energy consumption
are key.
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Quad and a strategic update

A rising China has emerged as the biggest challenge to India and the US is
increasingly an important of the answer.

C. Raja Mohan, [ The writer is Director, Institute for South Asian Studies and a contributing editor
on international affairs for The Indian Express |

Global Times, the Chinese newspaper known for its controversial commentary on world affairs,
published an essay late last week speculating on the implications of the historic Quad summit for the
BRICS — the forum that was the very symbol of India’s much celebrated “strategic autonomy”.

In calling the Quad — India’s coalition with the US and its Asian allies, Australia and Japan — a “negative
asset” for the BRICS, where India sits down with China, Russia, Brazil and South Africa, the Global Times
was highlighting what it sees as a contradiction in India’s participation in both the forums. “In moving
closer to the US and the US-led Quad in recent years”, the paper argued, Delhi has worsened “India-China
and India-Russia relations” and halted progress “in the development of BRICS and SCO”. The Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation is the Eurasian forum founded jointly by Beijing and Moscow a quarter of a
century ago.

Many have seen India’s oscillation between the BRICS and Quad all these years as a reflection of Delhi’s
strategic confusions between the East and the West, and between Eurasia and the Indo-Pacific. But the
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Global Times sees a strategic pattern in Delhi’s behaviour. From Beijing’'s perspective, India has taken
advantage of the BRICS on issues like terrorism and gained access to regional cooperation in inner Asia.
At the same time, Beijing sees Delhi’s mobilising the Quad as balancing or even “blackmailing” China.
Delhi’s small band of realists might see that as a compliment coming from Beijing’s hyper-realists.

Global Times warns that if Delhi continues to get closer to Washington, India “will eventually lose its
strategic autonomy” and become America’s “hatchet man against China”. But if it had continued with its
logic of realpolitik, the paper could quite easily see it is the very quest for “strategic autonomy” that is
generating a new Indian warmth towards the US.

That brings us to the central problem in understanding India’s “strategic autonomy” — the framework
that guided Delhi’s international relations since the Cold War. In the early 1990s, strategic autonomy was
about creating space for India against the overweening American power after the collapse of the Soviet
Union. Ideological inertia, however, prevented Delhi’s foreign policy discourse from recognising a
fundamental transformation in India’s external environment over the last three decades. What were the
circumstances of the early 1990s that led India to emphasise strategic autonomy against America? And
how have they changed over the last three decades to redirect the idea towards China?

In his first term (1993-97), President Bill Clinton questioned the legitimacy of Jammu and Kashmir’s
accession to India and declared the US’s intent to resolve Delhi’s Kashmir dispute with Pakistan. On top of
its Kashmir activism, Washington insisted that rolling back India’s nuclear and missile programmes was a
major objective of US foreign policy. If Pakistan fanned the fires of a fierce insurgency in Kashmir, the US
declared that J&K was the world’s most dangerous nuclear flashpoint.

All that changed over the last three decades. Under Clinton’s successors, George W Bush, Barack Obama,
and Donald Trump, Washington discarded its itch to mediate on Kashmir, resolved the nuclear dispute,
and widened economic and political cooperation with Delhi to become India’s most important strategic
partner.

A rising China, in contrast, has emerged as the biggest challenge to India and the US is increasingly an
important part of the answer. A few elements stand out. First, with China’s growing military power, the
PLA has become more assertive on the contested boundary. Amidst the breakdown of peace and
tranquillity on the border, the support from the US and its Asian allies has been valuable. Second, on the
Kashmir question, it is China that rakes up the issue at the UNSC while the US is helping India to block
China’s moves. Third, on cross-border terrorism, the US puts pressure on Pakistan and China protects
Rawalpindi.

Fourth, the US has facilitated India’s integration with the global nuclear order while Beijing blocks Delhi’s
membership of the Nuclear Suppliers Group. Fifth, the US backs India’s permanent membership of the
UNSC, China does not. Sixth, Delhi now sees the trade with China hollowing out India’s manufacturing
capability. Its objective on diversifying its economy away from China is shared by the US and the Quad
partners. Seventh, India opposes China’s Belt and Road Initiative as a project that undermines India’s
territorial sovereignty and regional primacy. Delhi is working with Quad partners to offer alternatives to
the BRI. Finally, Delhi sees China’s rising military profile in the subcontinent and the Indian Ocean as a
problem and is working with Washington to redress the unfolding imbalance in India’s neighbourhood.

These trend lines have evolved over a period of time and the Quad summit is an important part of India’s
response to the extraordinary challenge that China presents. The BRICS was part of India’s strategy in the
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unipolar moment that dawned at the end of the Cold War. Delhi’s current enthusiasm for the Quad is
about limiting the dangers of a unipolar Asia dominated by China.

This does not mean India will walk away from the BRICS. Delhi will continue to attach some value —
diplomatic if not strategic — to a forum like the BRICS. After all, the BRICS forum provides a useful
channel of communication between Delhi and Beijing at a very difficult moment in the evolution of their
bilateral relations. The BRICS is also about India’s enduring partnerships with Russia, Brazil, and South
Africa. India also values its ties with the Central Asian states in the SCO.

The BRICS could certainly become a productive forum someday — when Delhi and Beijing mitigate their
multiple contentions. The Quad is work in progress and is bound to encounter problems of its own down
the road. The Global Times is not off the mark in assessing that India’s stakes in the Quad might rise
faster than those in the BRICS.

Tailpiece: Many observers of the Quad are pleased that the leaders have finally issued a joint statement.
Until now, the four parties issued their own separate press releases at the end of each consultation. But it
is easy to overestimate the value of joint statements. What matters in the end is the degree of
convergence between the interests of the parties.

No amount of words in a BRICS declaration, for example, can paper over the sharpening contradictions
between India and China today. The absence of joint statements did not mask the growing strategic
congruence among the Quad nations in recent years.

The Quad summit joint statement and the fact sheets added to about 1,600 words. To make the new
agenda even more accessible, the Quad leaders published a short opinion piece of 800 words in The
Washington Post. Those 800 words could turn out to be far more consequential than the 11,600 words
that formed the joint declaration issued by the BRICS summit last November.

Date:16-03-21

The demographic distress

Northern states continue to lag behind south on population stabilisation, with grim
implications for women's equality and political stability

Shailaja Chandra, [ The writer was executive director of the National Population Stabilisation
Fund and former secretary, Health Ministry |

The National Population Policy 2000 affirmed a commitment to achieve replacement levels of fertility
(total fertility rate of 2.1) by 2010. Ten states — Karnataka, Punjab, Gujarat, Assam, Telangana, Andhra
Pradesh, West Bengal, Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu and Kerala — and Jammu and Kashmir, have achieved
this goal, albeit much delayed. Kerala and Tamil Nadu had accomplished it decades earlier. This fertility
decline over half of India has cut across all sections of society — the privileged and the poor, those
educated or not, and the high and low caste. The National Family Health Survey-4 has shown how TFR
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has reduced even among illiterate women from all religions in the southern states — even in Kerala and
Telangana which have a high proportion of Muslims.

The question that arises is how could the Southern states achieve population stabilisation so early and
several others could follow suit, while Uttar Pradesh and Bihar continue to drift? When fertility reduction
in the five southern states succeeded, irrespective of literacy and education levels and could permeate all
sections, it overturns the conventional wisdom that literacy, education and development are
prerequisites for populations to stabilise. The simple explanation is that fertility decline was achieved
because southern governments proactively urged families to have only two children, followed by female
sterilisation immediately thereafter. Almost the entire state apparatus was marshalled to achieve this
objective.

The difference between the progressive South and the slowpoke Central- North is becoming
disproportionately skewed. UP and Bihar are 23 per cent of India’s population and are projected to grow
by over 12 per cent and 20 per cent in the next 15 years. Their high TFR pervades all religious groups
despite the averment that high fertility prevails disproportionately only among Muslims. Action to
prevent unwanted pregnancies particularly in these two Hindi belt states is urgently required.

For decades UP has had a dedicated agency — SIFPSA (State Innovations in Family Planning Services
Agency). But its website gives dated information in contrast to its stellar COVID dashboard —
demonstrating that communication and technical difficulties are overcome once a subject gains priority.
Women in rural UP are still giving birth to four or more children. In some districts, the contraceptive
prevalence rate is less than 10 per cent. In many districts neither Hindus nor Muslims use modern family
planning methods. In such a scenario, demographics will eclipse economic growth and destroy the gains
from a young populace. UP’s over-reliance on traditional methods of contraception needs to be swiftly
replaced with reliable and easy alternatives .

Bihar has the highest fertility rate in the country and also the highest outmigration. Almost half the
women in some districts have a migrant husband and empirical evidence shows women’s unwillingness
to seek contraception in the absence of the husband, resulting in unprotected sex when he returns.

While national and state policies emphasise male vasectomy, politicians never champion its adoption. No
other country in the world uses female sterilisation as excessively as India. After the 2014 Bilaspur
outrage, when more than four-score sterilisations were conducted in less than six hours and several
women died, one expected that states would go slow on compulsory female sterilisation. But surprisingly,
even Kerala with all its progress still relies on female sterilisation (above 88 per cent) as the predominant
modern method of contraception.

Indonesia and Bangladesh introduced injectables right from the late 1980s but India only did so in 2016.
Executed properly, one jab renders protection from pregnancy for three months. This method needs
greater impetus given the helplessness of women who carry the burden of unwanted pregnancies.

Three things are needed: Incentivise later marriages and child births; make contraception easy for
women and promote women’s labour force participation. The population momentum, if managed
properly in the Hindi belt, will remain India’s biggest asset until 2055. By 2040, India will be the
undisputed king of human capital.
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But alongside some other disturbing nationwide trends must also be counteracted without delay because
stabilisation isn’t only about controlling population growth. A balanced sex ratio is essential to secure
social cohesion. Son preference, falling sex ratios, and an abhorrence towards begetting a second or third
female child are negative developments that have penetrated even into rural areas. The inheritance law
favouring women’s rights to ancestral property is far from being implemented. Decades of policing
doctors and sonography machines have failed to bear results. China is already facing a demographic
catastrophe because its nearly four decade-long one child policy resulted in a strong son preference and a
large bride shortage. India will need more than girl friendly schemes to change track.

And then there is ageing. Paradoxically, it is the Southern states that will face problems in future. Having
largely redeemed their demographic dividend, the cohort of the elderly will start outstripping the
working age population. The theoretical possibility that younger people from the Central-Northern states
may fill the growing gap in services will need strong political support. With the “Marathi Manoos”
syndrome rapidly spreading to many other states such prospects appear to be increasingly uncertain.

The freeze on the state-wise allocation of seats in Parliament until 2026 was extended through the
Constitutional (84th Amendment) Act, 2002, to serve “as a motivational measure to pursue population
stabilisation” — a goal which has not been achieved. In the absence of further extension, it will be
politically destabilising.

India’s demography is like a three-dimensional jigsaw puzzle and whether one starts fitting the pieces at
the centre of the puzzle or the corners, greater persistence is needed to complete the picture of a
developed India.
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Reinventing radical politics, by looking Left

The Left needs to actively pursue agents of change such as secularism, the Green,
ethnic and national movements

Shelley Walia has taught Cultural Theory at Panjab University, Chandigarh and is the author of
‘Humanities at the Crossroads’

In recent years, radical politics has faced a number of new challenges, not least of which has been the re-
emergence of the aggressive, authoritarian state. Hyper-masculine nationalism, and a systemic assault of
racist and religious politics on the marginalised are the latest rationale for the aggressive assertion of
indiscriminate control of all democratic institutions. Add to this the hegemony of the neo-liberal
corporate world along with the demise of the Left and you have the free play of muscular majoritarianism
of the Far Right. The Left finds itself in an ideological vacuum.
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Anti-globalisation

In the face of the disenchantment with ‘free-market’ style liberalism and centralist socialism, a need
arises to reinvent far-reaching alternatives. The anti-globalisation movement has been in recent years a
bulwark against the practices of neo-liberal globalisation in all its signs of voracity, ecological devastation
and genetically-modified food. This movement is relative, geographically and temporally, varying in the
multifarious contests in which the dark reality of its operation is felt by the public at large. Though
universal, it remains relative to varying local conditions but with the common goal of emancipation for
all.

In the context of neo-liberalism, the crushing of national dignity by hunger and violence, the unrelenting
siege of many developing nations by bankers and by the ‘commercial masters of the world’, as Eduardo
Galeano put it, are some of the factors that must prompt contemporary Marxist critics to not only
condemn the systems that have usurped socialism but also recognise that the Left must look into the
future for redefining the nature of power and the conditions of existence in a rapidly developing world,
thereby striking a balance between technological dominance and liberatory politics.

Marxist thought now

Post-Marxists, having realised this, have moved away from the straitjacketing of orthodox Marxism that
lays emphasis on the predominance of the central role of the proletariat. The orthodox Marxist model
favouring the economic determinism of history and consciousness that overlooks the role of political
movements stands revised and reformulated with the trend in Marxist thought moving towards the
examination of wider processes of society, especially the role of the media and the building of a new
alliance between feminists, marginalised groups, gays, lesbians, ethnic groups, teachers, thereby
developing a radical movement for social transformation.

The focus is therefore on a more decentralised, pluralistic, and inclusive political system. In many ways,
the target is not merely capitalism but other contested areas such as racism, privatisation, workplace
surveillance, bureaucratisation, etc. The irrational mystifications of the dominant discourse of religion
and ethnicity stand deconstructed by a more conflictual social existence that is experienced in all aspects
of our social and political world.

Inevitably, the spectre of Marx lurks at those moments of history when economic deprivation becomes
rampant and where progressive struggles gear up for political and economic reorganisation. It is clear,
therefore, that the predicament of reinventing and restructuring the Left remains acute within the
context of the right-wing regimes with the corporate complexion as in India or the United States or Chile
that are faced by serious issues of communalism, caste oppression, environmental degradation, gender
discrimination and poverty. A serious consideration of the re-evaluation of economic progress, of the
future of Marxism, and, more than anything else, of the reenergising of the organisational strength
through mass mobilisation is consequently imperative for the success of mitigating mass unemployment,
homelessness, violence, famine and economic oppression.

A phase of hope
The theoretical position of Marxism, thus, will have to be revised ensuring that more than the belief in the

working class revolution ushering in a classless society, it is the agents of change such as secularism, the
Green movement, and ethnic and national movements that need to be aggressively pursued. Though the
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struggle of the Left against the state has often led to its defeat, it has managed to regain its vigour by
aligning itself to the liberal forces and its imperceptibly growing political awakening as is visible in the
farmers’ strike or the awakening of radical student consciousness. Its strength in the coming days would
depend on the consolidation of Left forces not on any grounds of expediency, but on ideological grounds
with the aim of working together for an innovative and transformed future free of right-wing
authoritarianism.

The Left, thus, is passing through a new phase of hope and forward-looking expectation with newfound
passion for a complete turnaround through new strategies of mobilisation. The revival of people’s
movements in Latin America, in Greece and in Spain along with the fury of the Arab Spring gave a new
impetus to the wilting Left so as to challenge the neo-liberal moral high ground that has failed to offer any
solution to a fragile, and the appalling present. It is hoped that the politics of the Left will impact a
polarised nation ravaged by ethnic, religious and nationalist conflicts, offering a viable alternative to the
emerging demise of democracy.

Consider, for example, Marx’s prediction of how the inherent conflict between capital and labour would
manifest itself. As he wrote in Das Kapital: “Accumulation of wealth at one pole is, therefore, at the same
time accumulation of misery...” When the richest 1% hold more wealth than the bottom 90%, change is
inevitable. The rise of the Bernie Sanders phenomenon, for example, has significantly brought a
fundamental shift in the Democratic Party towards left of centre. The burgeoning sea of young supporters
behind Mr. Sanders will demand this change towards a progressive agenda clamouring for a shift towards
the 90% languishing in low paying jobs and sunk in debt.

Undoubtedly, the Republicans in the United States, or the right-wing forces in India, are inveterate in
following a pattern of relentlessly reproaching progressive thinkers only because of the oppositional
voice that comes into clash with its larger inherent proclivity. This neo-liberal high ground expressed in
the sham of the loud claims of a better tomorrow comes in direct conflict with a rational and an open
knowledge-driven society connected with the masses in a symphony of free expression stimulating a
debate on the successive structural crises of inequality, industry and global finance.

The task ahead

A multiracial society, therefore, must aim for a more democratically functional system as opposed to the
vicious politics of division perpetuated and practised in most of the democracies across the world.
Transformative racial policy, on the other hand, will ensure the fostering of an equitable and
indiscriminate society at a juncture when a rabid form of ultra-nationalism is resulting in creating a
fragmented world. A new progressive movement for an open and participatory form of socialism must be
the objective espoused on the Left for a tenacious resolve to seek reform through measures of putting
jobs at the top of the economic agenda, increasing the funding for public health care, ending police
brutality, and gearing up movements at the grassroots.

The task before radical activism therefore, is to examine and question the formulation of public policies
with the foremost attention on their relevance to the masses as opposed to the scourge of neo-liberalism
as well as the elitist forms of knowledge. The sooner we realise the cataclysmic crisis of capitalism the
better equipped we will be to confront a murky future. Like Jeremy Corbyn, the leader of the Labour
Party, the message sent out by a progressive leadership must rise above cheap populism of laying the
solutions on a platter for the public, and instead, reason with them to begin realising that the answers to
the problems lie with them and that they need to collectively get more organised. With a new ‘people’s
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powered politics’ of sharing and debating, self-confidence could be inculcated to shape a social
environment deeply unbiased and just.

Date:16-03-21

A giant leap forward for the Quad

The productive dialogue and substantive joint statement of the summit show the
grouping’s significance

Rajiv Bhatia is Distinguished Fellow, Gateway House, and a former Ambassador to Myanmar and
DCM in Jakarta

The maiden Quadrilateral Security Dialogue summit of the leaders of Australia, India, Japan and the U.S.
on March 12 was a defining moment in Asian geopolitics. That it was a meeting at the highest political
level, occasioned a productive dialogue, and concluded with a substantive joint statement is indicative of
its immediate significance. The summit showed that the “Quad has come of age”, as underlined by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi. If it leads to tangible action and visible cooperation, it will impact the whole
region.

The Quad is no longer a loose coalition. The Indian Ocean tsunami of 2004 triggered cooperation among
the navies and governments of the Quad powers. They sought to forge diplomatic cooperation on regional
issues in 2006-08, but gave up mainly because China objected to it and the hostility to China was not yet a
potent enough glue.

This began to change in 2017 when Beijing’s behaviour turned hostile, climaxing in multiple challenges in
2020, including its adventurism in eastern Ladakh. The Foreign Ministers of the Quad met thrice between
September 2019 and February 2021. This time, U.S. President Joe Biden moved swiftly to host a virtual
summit, drawing immediate response from the other three leaders.

Five highlights

The Quad’s new approach may be somewhat different from the Trump era. The former U.S. President’s
tough line on China is now indispensable, but without the name-calling of Beijing. A more sophisticated
approach is being invented, with enhanced emphasis by the U.S. on carrying its allies and strategic
partners together. The summit’s outcome, therefore, merits close attention for at least five reasons.

First, past debates over diverse, even differing, visions of the Indo-Pacific are over. The joint statement
struck a neat compromise: to please the U.S. and Japan, it refers to a “free and open” Indo-Pacific, but in
the very next sentence it offers an elaboration - “free, open, inclusive, healthy, anchored by democratic
values, and unconstrained by coercion” - that amply satisfy India and Australia.

Second, the summit leaders have secured an adequate alignment of their approaches towards China, even
without mentioning the ‘C’ word in the document. Senior officials gave sufficient hints on this score,
reinforced by phrases such as “security challenges” and “the rules-based maritime order in the East and
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South China Seas” in the joint statement. The context and the subtext need to be appreciated for a full
understanding. Given the bipartisan consensus in Washington and the state of China’s fraught relations
with the other three capitals, a clear-eyed assessment of the threat from China is shared by all. But
instead of unidimensional antagonism, the Quad members have preferred a smart blend of competition,
cooperation and confrontation. Further clarity should emerge after discussions between the top officials
of the U.S. and China, set for March 18.

Third, the Quad has placed a premium on winning the battle for the hearts and minds of people in the
Indo-Pacific region. The aim is to convince the nations of Southeast Asia, the Pacific Islands and the
Indian Ocean region that the Quad is a benign grouping, committed to solutions for their development
and well-being. This explains the special initiative to ensure equitable access to COVID-19 vaccines for
every person in need in the region from the western Pacific to eastern Africa. It is both a laudable and
doable objective, given the firm commitment of financial support by the U.S. and Japan, logistics and some
funding from Australia, and the manufacturing and managerial capabilities of India. This new synergy is a
real highlight that should result in the production of one billion vaccine doses in India by 2022.

Fourth, the establishment of three working groups on vaccine partnership; climate change; and critical
and emerging technologies (such as telecom and biotechnology) and their new standards, innovation and
supply chains is a welcome step. Joint R&D projects may become essential. All this should get the four
national establishments into serious policy coordination and action mode, creating new capacities. The
careful choice of themes reflects a deep understanding of the long-term challenge posed by China and has
global implications.

Finally, the March 12 summit will not be a one-off. The leaders have agreed to meet in-person later this
year, possibly at an international event within the region. Foreign ministers will gather at least once a
year; other relevant officials, more often. Thus, will grow the habits of the Quad working together for a
common vision and with agreed modalities for cooperation.

Other aspects

The summit has been watched closely by the ASEAN capitals. A few of them may express cautious
welcome. Beijing seems rattled but resigned to the Quad’s new momentum. The Chinese see it in negative
terms, targeting New Delhi in particular. The refrain of “India is moving too close to the U.S.” has, after the
summit, become India is “a negative asset of BRICS and SCO”, as claimed by a Chinese government
mouthpiece. Such views should be dismissed as inconsequential.

Among other issues discussed, the Korean Peninsula drew particular attention. The commitment to the
“complete de-nuclearization” of North Korea as per the United Nations Security Council resolutions was
reiterated - a reference to the importance of South Korea as a partner of the Quad. On Myanmar,
Washington heeded wise counsel from Asia. The call “to restore democracy and the priority of
strengthening democratic resilience” is unexceptionable. It may help ASEAN in carrying forward its
diplomatic initiative to promote reconciliation in Myanmar.

The lucid joint op-ed in The Washington Post by the four leaders projects the Quad as “a flexible group of
like-minded partners dedicated to advancing a common vision and to ensuring peace and prosperity”.
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The summit and ‘The Spirit of the Quad’ - the inspired title of the joint statement - represented a giant
leap forward. Now is the time to back political commitment with a strong mix of resolve, energy, stamina
and the fresh ideas of stakeholders and experts outside of government to fulfil the promise of the Quad.

Date:16-03-2

The limits of POCSO

A recent judgment highlights the need to reconsider POCSO'’s absolutist approach to
adolescent sexuality needs

Shraddha Chaudhary is Lecturer, Jindal Global Law School, Sonipat, and PhD candidate at the
Faculty of Law, University of Cambridge. She was a researcher for two of the five State studies
referenced here

A single bench of the Madras High Court recently
allowed a petition seeking to quash a case of kidnap,
aggravated penetrative sexual assault and aggravated
sexual assault of a minor. Aggravated penetrative
sexual assault under the Protection of Children from
Sexual Offences (POCSO) Act, 2012 is the equivalent
provision for aggravated rape. A person can be charged
with this offence in certain aggravating circumstances,
such as if the rape occurs within a relationship of trust
or authority, or if it leads to pregnancy, among others.
Under POCSO, the consent of a person under the age of
18 is irrelevant, regardless of the nature and
circumstance of the sexual interaction, or the
particulars of the person with whom it takes place. This
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means that any sex with a minor is rape.

Sexual tendencies of adolescents

The judgment echoes the arguments that child rights activists have been making for years: by ignoring
the natural sexual tendencies of adolescents, POCSO can and does become a tool for the persecution of
young people in consenting sexual relations. The court reasoned that adolescence and young adulthood
form a continuum because of the physical, biological, neurological, and social changes that occur during
this time. The implication is that people within this age group may be clubbed together notwithstanding
the legal line drawn at 18. This informed the court’s view of the relationship of the minor ‘victim’ with the
accused respondent as being a loving, rather than an abusive, one.

The judgment concluded that the case could be quashed because it was purely individual in nature and
doing so would not affect any overriding public interest. However, in doing this, it ignored the established
precedent against quashing cases of rape, a heinous and serious offence, held by the Supreme Court to be
a public concern, and not a private matter. Perhaps the court was persuaded in taking this course because
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of its observation that POCSO could not have been intended to bring such cases within its scope. In
making this observation, the court relied on the Statement of Objects and Reasons of POCSO, which states
that the law was enacted pursuant to Article 15 of the Constitution, which allows the state to make
special provisions for women and children, and the UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, to protect
children from sexual assault, sexual harassment, and pornography.

However, neither the founding documents nor the listed categories of offences give a sense of what the
limits of POCSO were meant to be. The Parliamentary Committee (Rajya Sabha) which considered the
POCSO Bill, 2011 had, in fact, criticised the clause providing for the possibility of consent in cases of
sexual intercourse with minors between the ages of 16 and 18. It believed that a uniform age of 18 would
ensure that trials of child rape would focus on the conduct of the accused and the circumstances of the
offence, instead of putting victims on trial as is often the case when the consent of the victim is in
question. This would indicate that adolescent sexuality was not meant to be an exception to POCSO’s
bright-line approach.

The five State studies on the functioning of Special Courts under the POCSO Act, conducted by the Centre
for Child and the Law, National Law School of India University, Bengaluru, have demonstrated that these
de facto consensual cases are complicated. While adolescents can and do choose to have sey, it is a fact
that they are still children, and their nascent sexual autonomy is susceptible to abuse. This contradiction
created by the very nature of adolescence has led to inconsistent and unprincipled adjudication. The
absolute age line of POCSO has not prevented the insensitive assessment of minors’ consent. At the same
time, it has forced courts to choose between applying the law and doing justice, especially in cases where
the minor victim has willingly eloped with or married the accused or is carrying his child, for imprisoning
him would only do her harm.

A just verdict

Therefore, the judgment was intuitively just, even though it was not in line with precedent. It highlighted
the urgent need for a reconsideration of the absolutist approach of POCSO when it comes to the sexual
interactions of adolescents with other young people. Courts need to be able to strike a balance between
the limited but developing capacity of adolescents to consent to sexual interaction and their vulnerability
to being groomed, abused, and exploited. For this to be possible, the legislature must provide clarity on
the core wrongs that POCSO is meant to address, so that valid conclusions may be drawn about what is
the intent of the law, and what is clearly outside its purpose.

Date:16-03-21
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