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Understanding MoUs

They are like Valentine’s cards. You can sign as many as you want without landing a
date, or a dollar.

TOI Editorials

There are many reasons to be in Davos right now, not least its AQL There’s snow too, something
Himachal and Uttarakhand have missed this winter. At Davos, the snow is deep enough for activists to
carve “STOP WARS NOW”, for Trump’s consumption. And there’s the “Summit”, not Jakobshorn but WEEF,
where MoUs are always ripe for picking. Last year, Maharashtra’s haul alone amounted to X16L cr or
$185bn - about $10bn more than it would be in today’s rupees. This year’s harvest is likely bigger, with
Maharashtra announcing X14.5L cr of MoUs on the very first day of the five-day jamboree. Other states
are there too.

Not unreasonably, opposition parties have questioned the wisdom of signing MoUs with Indian firms in a
foreign locale - maybe it's the clean air in Davos that does the trick. The bigger point is that signing an
MoU isn’t like signing other stuff. If we, humble people, sign cheques, marriage registers, loan
applications, employment letters, I0Us, we have to keep in mind these are enforceable. The lovely thing
about MoUs is that they are like Valentine’s cards. You can sign as many as you want without landing a
date. Landing actual investment can be as elusive as finding love.

What percentage of MoUs translate into investment depends on who’s counting. Maharashtra, for
example, claims 75% of Davos MoUs have been “acted upon”, a conveniently ambiguous term that can
mean anything from actual investment to printing copies of the memoranda for distribution. It’s almost
impossible to keep track of the numerous MoUs Centre and states sign in a year, but just three states -
UP, Andhra and Bengal —-announced MoUs worth over $500bn at their investor summits in 2023. Actual
investment in the country, measured as gross fixed capital formation, was $624bn. This included govt’s
own considerable share, plus private investment across all states. So, do the math. This year, per the first
advance estimates of GDP, total investment in the country is likely to be around X68L cr, much less than
the amount you will get when you add up the full year’s MoUs. So, ignore the Davos numbers and read the
fun stuff coming out of the jamboree.
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One Right, Many Wrongs

SC upholds press freedom. But govts find it too easy to ignore constitutional
provisions.

TOI Editorials

Revoking Punjab govt's shutdown of a daily’s printing press in Ludhiana, for alleged discovery of liquor
bottles on premises, Supreme Court said, “Don’t hamper publishing of the newspaper (Punjab
Kesari)...shall continue to function uninterruptedly.” Leave aside merits of the case - Punjab & Haryana
HC will decide on it; the newspaper has argued its reports critical of govt invited the state action. What is
to be noted is the message SC underscored. Regardless of issue at hand, govt crackdowns on press
freedoms - by stopping press, obstructing newspaper distribution, cancelling ads, harassing journalists
etc - impede public’s right to know. The point is, trying to micromanage news gathering, restricting
access and increasing restrictions, all attempts to control media make govts look guilty. In 2013, Press
Council of India called crude attempts of fettering media by stopping ads - over reports critical of govt -
“pettiness of mind”. The Ludhiana case is clearly on those lines.

Criticising govts is constitutionally protected. All govts know this. Yet, Punjab’s latest move is only one
more example of the Orwellian reality creeping up on press freedoms in many parts of the country.
Reporters are routinely intimidated, denied access, cut off, threatened and harassed. In an ongoing
sidebar, at least four Kashmir-based journalists, including veteran reporters from national media, have
been summoned by J&K police in what political parties have roundly criticised as attempts to curb press
freedom. Cops want the journalists to sign a bond, preempting ‘breach of peace’, a gross misapplication of
a legal provision. And barely months ago, Punjab police carried out sudden checks of newspaper
deliveries and held up vehicles, delaying distribution. That morning’s big local story was Kejriwal’s new
house in the state.

Press freedoms are always hard-fought in developing democracies. And with Trump, clearly in any
democracy. Govts’ attempts at curbing or slowing free flow of news and information contravene
constitutional rights. Legislature, executive and judiciary all have codified powers. The fourth estate, the
press, derives its power entirely from Articles guaranteeing freedom of speech. Press freedom is a

constitutional necessity - full, accurate, fair, unhindered and “uninterrupted” reporting is an essential
check on power. SC upheld this.

The Economic Tives Date: 22-01.26
The Davos Speech the World Should Heed

Carney tells ‘middle powers’ to get real.

ET Editorials
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Unlike the most anticipated address at Davos made from a bully pulpit on Wednesday, Canadian PM Mark
Carney’s speech a day before may have sounded like an innocuous sermon from a snow-clad mount. But
his was a stand-out, blunt reminder that the world order is parading ‘naked’. Middle powers, he told the
Davos nobility, continue to dutifully hang the ‘rules-based international order’ sign from shopfronts in an
era of Toll Troll Trump — knowing fully well it's now fiction. Like Hans Christian Andersen’s emperor,
Trump’s US struts about in ‘invisible robes’, while allies are forced to applaud the tailoring. The ritual
gains traction as no one dares to call the global system what it is: a convenient lie, with Trump getting
away on almost all fronts.

Big powers (read: China and the US) now weaponise integration — tariffs as cudgels, supply chains as
choke points, finance as coercion. The old Teddy Roosevelt line, ‘Speak softly and carry a big stick’ has
been replaced with ‘Shout your head off and carry a big stick’. Multilateral institutions, once the wardrobe
of legitimacy, are threadbare. To keep pretending is not prudence but self-delusion. In Andersen’s story,
the emperor’s courtiers feared ridicule more than reality. So do many governments today, clinging to the
faded fabric of ‘rules’ while the strong exempt themselves at will. The danger is middle powers
negotiating bilaterally with hegemons, mistaking ‘strategic’ subordination for sovereignty.

Carney’s solution is ‘values-based realism’ — principled enough to defend sovereignty and rights,
pragmatic enough to build coalitions issue by issue. It's a wager that diversification and collective
resilience can stitch together something sturdier. Naming reality — ‘“The emperor has no clothes!” — isn’t
naivete but strategy. Saying something and thinking something else, as is being done with Trump, risks
normalising acquiescence to the rent-a-threat, real estate developer-president. A world of fortresses
beckons. But so does a world of tactical cooperation — if enough voices call out the BS.
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Meaningless formality

The conduct of Governors has undermined their constitutional role.
Editorials

The actions of Tamil Nadu Governor R.N. Ravi and his Kerala counterpart Rajendra Vishwanath Arlekar
during their customary Legislative Assembly addresses on January 20 came as no surprise to those who
have followed the conduct of Governors in non BJP-ruled States. In Chennai, Mr. Ravi declined to read the
speech, which, his office said, had “unsubstantiated claims and misleading statements” to justify his walk
out. In the past three years, the Governor has either digressed from the prepared speech or refused to
read it out before walking out. In Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan corrected
the policy address made by the Governor, who, according to Mr. Vijayan, had skipped portions, as cleared
by the Cabinet, and made additions. As long-serving Governors, Mr. Ravi and Mr. Arlekar should be aware
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that it is a time-honoured constitutional convention for a Governor to read out the exact text of the
speech or special address which informs the State of the policies of an elected government. There has
never been an incident of the British monarch departing from the official speech; and the Indian system is
based on the Westminster model of parliamentary democracy. Yet, they have chosen to violate the
convention even though they have no option but to function as “mouthpieces”, to quote former President
R. Venkataraman, of the State governments. Mr. Ravi’s penchant is to court controversies but Mr. Arlekar
did not repeat what he did last year, when he stuck to the script, striking an officially punctilious tone.

Apparently tired of Mr. Ravi’s repeated violations of the convention, Tamil Nadu Chief Minister M.K.
Stalin has favoured a constitutional amendment to do away with the practice of commencing the first
Assembly session of the year with the Governor’s address. Articles 87 and 176 of the Constitution require
the President and Governors to make special addresses to Parliament and State legislatures, in the new
year. About 35 years ago, President Venkataraman had repeatedly recommended to Prime Ministers
Rajiv Gandhi and Chandra Shekhar that the practice be deleted through an amendment as he called it a
“British anachronism” and a “meaningless formality”. This suggestion should be viewed in line with the
thinking of the regime at the Centre, which seems to have taken upon itself the task of repealing
“outdated colonial laws”. The language of the two Articles was borrowed from the rules of the House of
Commons. Nothing would be lost if the Articles are scrapped, as the President and the Governors still
retain their right to address the legislature under Articles 86 and 175. Importantly, Governors should not
assume powers and functions that are not envisaged under the Constitution and should set an example of
respecting the letter and spirit of the Constitution.
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