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Teacher, You Learn Too

Filling school vacancies is essential. So is doing this professionally rather than
politically

TOI Editorials

While much attention has rightfully been on what India’s students have been missing out over the
pandemic year, and what this has done to the learning outcomes that were worrying to begin with, a new
Unesco report looks at the problem from the other end: What is the state of teachers who are expected to
help improve the state of our children? Analysing the recently published UDISE+ data for 2019-20, the
report estimates vacancies in 19% of all schools on average, with some states much worse off. Just
imagine the impact of a vacancy on single-teacher schools, which form only 7% of the total but almost all
of which are located in rural areas.

Teachers are involved in several non-teaching activities too such as coordinating midday meals,
registering children for Aadhaar, election duty and vaccination drives. The case for filling the teacher
vacancies is obviously rock solid. But how they are filled is critical. Uttar Pradesh and Jharkhand see rules
of recruitment being changed year to year, suggesting political influences, while Karnataka and Tamil
Nadu have “a systematic, technology-based, transparent system of recruitment, employment and
transfer”. The spread of teacher eligibility tests is helping improve standards but these also need
improvement, being oriented to do subject testing rather than test teaching practice.

Basically quality matters. The country is now awash in educated youth looking for good jobs. To take the
last two decades’ gains in enrolment and learning to the next level, India now needs to incentivise smart
young people to take up the teaching profession and train them well. Upskilling is critical for the existing
workforce as well. For example 66% of them report opening hyperlinks with difficulty and a lot of help,
or never. Regular and effective support for these teachers is a necessary condition for them to provide the
same to students.
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A strategy for India in a world that is adrift
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The country’s path to power will be affected by the geopolitical and economic centres
of gravity now shifting to Asia

Shivshankar Menon, [ Visiting Professor at Ashoka University. He is also a former National
Security Adviser and Foreign Secretary |

New situations require fresh thinking. A few of us — Yamini Aiyar, Sunil Khilnani, Prakash Menon, Nitin
Pai, Ajit Ranade, Srinath Raghavan, and Shyam Saran — some of whom were authors a decade ago of
Non-Alignment 2.0, were prompted by the tectonic shifts in India’s internal and external environment to
take another look at India’s path to power in a world between orders. The outcome of our conversations
is a discussion paper hosted on the Centre for Policy Research and Takshashila Institute websites called
India’s Path to Power; Strategy in a World Adrift. It is our hope that we will receive comments,
suggestions and criticism of the paper and that it will contribute to the national debate on our country’s
course.

Many power centres

The world is today adrift. We are neither in a bipolar Cold War nor in a multipolar world, though perhaps
tending towards a world of several power centres. We are in a world between orders. The lack of a
coherent international response to the COVID-19 pandemic is proof of an absence of international order
and of the ineffectiveness of multilateral institutions. So is the ineffective international response to
climate change and other transnational threats.

Secular stagnation in the global and Indian economies and a retreat from globalisation, the
regionalisation of trade, a shifting balance of power, the rise of China and others, and structural China-
United States strategic rivalry have shifted the geopolitical and economic centres of gravity from the
Atlantic to Asia. Inequality between and within states has bred a narrow nationalism and parochialism.
We are entering a new polarised information age, and face ecological crises of the Anthropocene, making
climate change an existential threat. The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated some of these changes and
transformed others. All in all, we can no longer take the success of our development model for granted.

Asia as the nucleus

Over the next decade we expect Asia to remain the cockpit of geopolitical rivalries, and that the U.S.
remains the most formidable power, though its relative power is declining. China sees a window of
opportunity but acts in a hurry, suggesting that she believes that window may close or is already closing
due to pushback from the West and others. China’s crowded geography constrains her both on land and
at sea. We see a slim prospect of Chinese hegemony in Asia, but expect her profile and power to continue
expanding, particularly in our periphery. The result is likely continued friction, some cooperation, and
quasi-adversarial relations between India and China, which others will take advantage of. As neighbours
and in the present situation, a mix of confrontation and cooperation is likely to continue to mark India’s
relations with China.

Overall, we do not expect conventional conflict between the great powers in Asia, though other forms and
levels of violence and contention in the international system will rise, with Taiwan a special case.

Challenges, opportunities
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The uncertainty and changing geopolitical environment clearly pose considerable challenges to Indian
policy but also throw up certain opportunities, enhancing our strategic options and diplomatic space, if
we adjust policies internally and externally, particularly in the subcontinent. Increasing security
congruence with the U.S. could enable growing cooperation in fields significant for India’s
transformation: energy, trade, investment, education and health. Other areas in which India and the U.S.
could increase cooperation are: climate change and energy, on tech solutions for renewable energy, and
on digital cooperation. Several middle powers are now India’s natural partners. There is also an
increasing possibility of working with partners in the developing world building broader coalitions on
issues of common interest. This time of transition between orders is also when new standards and norms
are being developed, particularly in the digital space. India can and must be present at the creation. There
are opportunities in other domains as well. At sea, the balance is today more favourable to us than before,
possibly more so than on the continent. We suggest the creation of a Maritime Commission, a Bay of
Bengal Initiative with partner countries, and increasing what we do with South East Asia in maritime
security, cybersecurity and counter-terrorism. We should aim for multipolarity in Asia.

The way forward that we suggest is based on the core strategic principles in Non-Alignment 2.0 which
are still relevant: independent judgement, developing our capacities, and creating an equitable and
enabling international order for India’s transformation. Today’s situation makes India’s strategic
autonomy all the more essential.

At the same time, we must adjust to changing circumstances. We have no choice but to engage with this
uncertain and more volatile world. One productive way to do so would be through issue-based coalitions
including different actors, depending on who has an interest and capability.

Revive SAARC

We also suggest initiatives to craft and reinvigorate regional institutions and processes in the
neighbourhood, reviving the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) for instance.
India could be the primary source of both prosperity and security in the neighbourhood — the
subcontinent and the Indian Ocean Region. The over securitisation of policy towards our neighbours has
driven trade underground, criminalised our borders, and enabled large-scale entry of Chinese goods
destroying local industry in the northeast. While lessening dependence on China, and seeking external
balancing, our primary effort has to concentrate on self-strengthening. If there is one country which in
terms of its size, population, economic potential, scientific and technological capabilities can match or
even surpass China, it is India.

Self-strength is key

Our paper also suggests several steps that we can take in India to ensure that India’s role and influence
abroad continue to serve the task of transforming India. Economic policy must match political and
strategic engagement. Globalisation has been central to India’s growth. A more active regional and
international role for India is incompatible with a position on the margins of the global economy. Self-
reliance in today’s world and technologies can only be realised as part of the global economy. We should
not imitate China’s claims to being a civilisational state and its adoption of victimhood. Instead we should
affirm our own strength and historic national identity.
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In sum, we see self-strengthening as an absolutely essential precondition as also safeguarding the
foundational sources of India’s international influence. We cannot separate our domestic trajectory from
the external course we need to pursue to transform India into a strong, secure and prosperous country.
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Trade multilateralism at risk

The World Trade Organization is facing an existential crisis

Prabhash Ranjan, [ Professor and Vice Dean, Jindal Global Law School, O.P. Jindal Global
University |

The World Trade Organization (WTO) — the global trade
body — is facing a serious existential crisis. The upcoming
WTO ministerial meeting scheduled for next month in
Geneva provides an opportunity to rescue this critical global
institution from irrelevance. Created in 1995, during the
heyday of neoliberalism, the WTO became a shining example
of triumphant free-market capitalism. It championed a rule-
based multilateral trading order. Critics of neoliberalism
chastised the WTO for pushing the American imperialist
agenda. Paradoxically, more than two-and-a-half decades
later, the United States, which played a pivotal role in
establishing the WTO, seems to have lost interest in it. The
feeling in Washington is that the WTO hasn’t served the
American national interest by failing to stem China’s rise and regularly indicting the U.S. in several trade
disputes. President Joe Biden, notwithstanding his credentials as an internationalist, has continued with
the same policy towards the WTO that Donald Trump practised.

The continuation of the U.S. policy on the WTO is most evident in the sustained crippling of the Appellate
Body (AB). The AB is part of the WTO’s dispute settlement mechanism, also known as the “crown jewel”
of the organisation. It is a permanent body with seven members, and acts as an appellate court hearing
appeals from the decisions given by WTO panels. Three out of seven AB members serve on any one case.
However, since December 2019, the AB has stopped functioning due to rising vacancies. Over the years,
the U.S. has consistently blocked the appointment of AB members. Not just this, the U.S. also vetoes
proposals to find solutions to this impasse, including stalling the proposal of the European Union to
establish an alternative interim appellate arbitration mechanism. The number of pending appeals to the
AB has increased sharply to around 20 cases. Countries now have an easy option not to comply with the
WTO panel decisions by appealing into the void.

Other challenges

Additionally, there are four other compelling challenges that the WTO faces. First, no solution has been
found to the public stockholding for food security purposes despite a clear mandate to do so in the 2015
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Nairobi ministerial meeting. This is of paramount concern for countries like India that use Minimum
Support Price (MSP)-backed mechanisms to procure foodgrains. The WTO rules allow countries to
procure, stock and distribute food. However, if such procurement is done at an administered price such
as the MSP that is higher than the external reference price, then the budgetary support provided shall be
considered trade-distorting and is subject to an overall cap. With rising prices and the need to do higher
procurement to support farmers and provide food to the poor at subsidised prices, India might breach
the cap. Although countries have agreed that legal suits will not be brought if countries breach the cap
(the so-called ‘peace clause’), it is imperative to find a permanent solution such as not counting MSP-
provided budgetary support as trade-distorting.

Second, the WTO member countries continue to disagree on the need of waiving the Trade-Related
Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights (TRIPS) agreement for COVID-19 related medical products. It was
exactly a year back when India and South Africa proposed a TRIPS waiver to overcome intellectual
property (IP)-related obstacles in increasing accessibility of COVID-19 medical products, including
vaccines. With large parts of the world still unvaccinated and with IP acting as an important barrier to
vaccines and drugs, the WTO needs to rise up to the challenge and adopt a waiver in the upcoming
ministerial meeting.

Third, the WTO is close to signing a deal on regulating irrational subsidies provided for fishing that has
led to the overexploitation of marine resources by countries like China, which is the largest catcher and
exporter of fish. However, this agreement should strike a balance between conserving ocean resources
and the livelihood concerns of millions of small and marginal fishermen in countries like India. In this
regard, an effective special and differential treatment provision that accords adequate policy space is
what India and other developing countries should insist on. Fourth, the gridlock at the WTO has led to the
emergence of mega plurilateral trade agreements like the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for
Trans-Pacific Partnership (CPTPP) — a trade treaty between 11 countries, which China is now keen to
join. Another key trade treaty is the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) agreement
between powerful Asian economies and countries down under. These mega plurilateral agreements not
only fragment the global governance on international trade but also push the multilateral order to the
margin, converting the WTO to what some call an “institutional zombie”.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi, during his recent U.S. visit, rightly pleaded for a rule-based global order.
Institutional multilateralism would be the ideal antidote to mounting unilateralism and economic
nationalism. The WTO is the finest example of such a rule-based multilateral order in trade.
Notwithstanding its flaws, the WTO is the only forum where developing countries like India, not party to
any mega plurilateral trade agreements, can push for evolving an inclusive global trading order that
responds to the systemic imbalances of extant globalisation. What is at stake is the future of trade
multilateralism and not just an institution.
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