Complex count

A precise caste census is difficult, but the data
will be useful to drive social policy

he idea of a national caste census might be abhor-
Trent when the stated policy is to strive for a caste-

less society, but it will be useful to establish statis-
tical justification for preserving caste-based affirmative
action programmes. It may also be a legal imperative,
considering that courts want ‘quantifiable data’ to sup-
port the existing levels of reservation. Political parties
with their base in particular social groups may find a
caste enumeration useful, if their favoured groups are
established as dominant in specific geographies; or
they may find the outcome inconvenient, if the precise
count turns out to be lower and has a negative bearing
on perceptions about their electoral importance. In this
backdrop, the Union government’s assertion in the Su-
preme Court that a census of the backward castes is
“administratively difficult and cumbersome” may
evoke varying responses. There are two components to
the Government’s stand. First, it asserts that it is a pol-
icy decision not to have caste as part of the regular cen-
sus and that, administratively, the enumeration would
be rendered so complex that it may jeopardise the de-
cennial census itself. Second, it cites the difficulties and
complexities inherent in getting an accurate count of
castes, given the mind-boggling numbers of castes and
sub-castes, with phonetic variations and similarities,
that people returned as their caste in the Socio-Eco-
nomic Caste Census (SECC) conducted in 2011.

The Government has said data from the 2011 SECC
were not acted upon because of “several infirmities”
that rendered them unusable. Even in the Censuses up
to 1931, when caste details were collected, they were
wanting in completeness and accuracy. Further, the da-
ta contained 46 lakh different caste names, and if sub-
castes were considered, the ultimate number may be
exponentially high. These points do merit considera-
tion, and even those clamouring for a caste census can-
not easily brush them aside. However, these need not
mean that an enumeration of the social groups in the
country is impossible. A caste census need not necessa-
rily mean caste in the census. It may be an independent
exercise, but one that needs adequate thought and
preparation, if its ultimate goal is not for political or
electoral purposes, but for equity in distribution of op-
portunities. A preliminary socio-anthropological study
can be done at the State and district levels to establish
all sects and sub-castes present in the population.
These can be tabulated under caste names that have
wider recognition based on synonymity and equiva-
lence among the appellations that people use to denote
themselves. Thereafter, it may be possible to do a field
enumeration that can mark any group under castes
found in the available OBC/BC lists. A caste census may
not sit well with the goal of a casteless society, but it
may serve, in the interim, as a useful, even if not entire-
ly flawless, means of addressing inequities in society.

A ﬂickeTcﬁ“ hope

Expansion of vaccination must be
accompanied by efforts to track virus variants

ndia’s count of active COVID-19 cases has hit a six-
Imonth low with the number dropping to 3,00,162,

according to a Friday bulletin from the Health Minis-
try. Helped by the nearly 56 crore tests done so far, pos-
itivity rates — or the percentage of those tested who
turn out positive — have also been showing encouraging
trends. The weekly positivity rate has been less than 3%
for the last 91 days and the daily positivity rate has been
around 2% for the last 25 days. But this is no time to be
complacent. Last September, active cases in India ap-
peared to have peaked at a little over 10 lakh after which
there was a steady decline. Around December 20 it had
gently descended to a little around 3,00,000 or the le-
vels seen today. Around the same time, the first reports
of the clinical trial successes of the Pfizer-BioNTech,
Moderna and AstraZeneca vaccine brought cheer. Even
India’s home-grown vaccines seemed to be around the
corner, and all of these triggered an optimism that India
may have passed the worst.

The lack of alacrity in hunting for new mutations, un-
derlying dangerous new variants, meant that the insi-
dious emergence of the Delta variant, which caused the
catastrophic peak in April-May, was only understood in
hindsight. The nature of the virus, its propensity to
evade antibodies and the inevitable socialisation that
normal life entails means that there is no absolute nadir
in a country's pandemic trajectory at which it can be
sure that a fresh threatening wave will not rise again.
The 3,00,000 active cases last December, saw around
300 deaths being reported every day. Even today, those
numbers are fairly similar. While the spread of infection
can be controlled in limited ways, the availability of vac-
cines and the fact that many large countries now are
getting closer to having half their population inoculated
with at least one dose means that the biggest threat as-
sociated with the pandemic — severe disease and death
— is much more tractable than last year. Because crores
of Indians have been vaccinated, and Government offi-
cials have optimistic projections that most adults will be
vaccinated with at least a single dose by the year end,
there is again an air of optimism. This time, however,
the Government messaging is more cautious with warn-
ings that the second wave was yet to abate, and recom-
mendations of continued behavioural caution. This is
also accompanied by projections that say, at its worst, a
possible third wave cannot be as catastrophic as the se-
cond wave peak, even accounting for significantly more
infectious and lethal variants suddenly emerging. Thus,
to expand vaccination and track new variants are the
only real ways forward.
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When global firms disengage, employment suffers

While inward FDI in India does create jobs, the magnitude and quality of job generation need scrutiny

M. SURESH BABU

he most recent labour statis-
Ttics, for August 2021, re-

leased by the Centre for
Monitoring Indian Economy
(CMIE) shows that the unemploy-
ment rate has increased from
around 7% in July to 8.3% for Au-
gust 2021. In absolute terms, em-
ployment shrunk from 399.7 mil-
lion in July to 397.8 million, that is,
1.9 million jobs were lost in one
month.

Sectoral analysis shows that
most of the jobs lost were farm
jobs; while non-farm jobs did in-
crease to absorb some of these,
the quality of new jobs generated
is a matter of concern. While em-
ployment in agriculture fell by 8.7
million, non-farm jobs increased
by 6.8 million, mainly in business
and small trade, but the manufac-
turing sector shed 0.94 million
jobs. Thus, much of the labour
shed by agriculture has been ab-
sorbed in low-end service
activities.

Employment sustainability
During normal times, seasonal la-
bour released from agriculture
gets accommodated in the con-
struction sector, even though the
ideal situation would be their
movement to the factory sector.
But, currently, the construction
sector itself is shedding jobs, forc-
ing workers to find employment in
the household sector and low-end
services. This non-availability of
sufficient jobs in manufacturing
and higher end services could be
the dampener for economic recov-
ery in the subsequent quarters of
the current fiscal year.

Elementary economic theory
suggests that raising the level of in-
vestments is the key to output and
employment growth. While public
investments are important, espe-
cially in the current context of
sluggish aggregate demand, there
is a dire need to complement pu-
blic investments with even more
private investments. The economy
has been waiting for private invest-
ments to flow in for quite some
time, but their levels have been ve-
ry low, accentuating the unem-
ployment situation. Resorting to
Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) to
augment domestic capital forma-
tion is an approach that India has
been pursuing by making ‘ease of
doing business’ more enticing.
While inward FDI does generate
jobs both directly and indirectly
through an increase in production
activities (which increases de-
mand for labour), the magnitude
of employment generated espe-
cially in the manufacturing sector,
needs closer scrutiny. Further, the
sustainability of increased em-
ployment is often threatened as it
depends on the business avenues
which other competing econo-
mies open up leading to corporate
restructuring at the global level
and firm exits from erstwhile loca-
tions.

An exit and disruptions
Tepid employment growth in the
manufacturing sector is not a re-
cent phenomenon in India. Ho-
wever, some sub-sectors within
the manufacturing sector have
generated both direct and indirect
employment by attracting FDI and
entering into global networks of
production. A prominent seg-
ment, often projected as a driver
of the manufacturing sector’s out-
put and employment growth, is
the auto sector.

Estimates show that the auto-
mobile sector employs 19.1 million
workers, directly and indirectly.

VELANKANNI RAJ B.

Currently, more than 70% of the
auto component companies are
small and medium enterprises. It
was expected that by 2022, the
employment in this sector would
reach 38 million with a higher gen-
eration of indirect employment.

However, three factors have
created roadblocks to the expan-
sion of the sector. First, due to the
novel coronavirus pandemic and
subsequent lockdown, aggregate
demand in the economy is low,
which is being reflected in vehicle
sales. Second, the shortage of sem-
iconductors continues to impact
production even when customer
sentiments are slowly turning pos-
itive. Third, the recent exit of Ford
from the Indian market would re-
lease a large number of em-
ployees, who would be in search
of jobs that are hard to find.

The exit of Ford raises some im-
portant issues regarding the unbri-
dled attraction of FDI. While FDI
might help in creating a manufac-
turing ecosystem in certain loca-
tions, the uncertainties of global
corporate  restructuring and
changes in the economic environ-
ment in the lead firm’s home eco-
nomy are factors to reckon with.
More frequent global production
re-arrangements are becoming a
part of the strategy of big firms in
this phase of globalisation, as mar-
kets tend to be more volatile due
to repeated demand fluctuations.

Other examples
We have had the experience of No-
kia, which at its peak, in its Sripe-

rumbudur factory (Tamil Nadu)
was one of the world’s largest mo-
bile phone plant, with 8,000 per-
manent employees working three
shifts, producing more than 15 mil-
lion phones a month and export-
ing products to over 80 countries.
But in 2014, Nokia halted its pro-
duction operations from this loca-
tion, disrupting the livelihoods of
thousands of workers.

Recently, Citibank announced
that it would shut India retail bank-
ing business as part of a global de-
cision to exit 13 markets. The U.S.-
based bank wants to focus on a
‘few wealthy regions’ around the
world. Citibank’s exit from the re-
tail segment is after more than
three decades; the bank has 35
branches employing approximate-
ly 4,000 people in the consumer
banking business. Closely follow-
ing this, after 25 years of opera-
tions is auto manufacturer Ford
deciding to exit India. This will af-
fect about 4,000 direct employees
as it stops making cars at its facto-
ries in Sanand, Gujarat, and Chen-
nai, Tamil Nadu. Estimates show
that another 35,000 indirect em-
ployees would also be lost at va-
rious levels, creating a massive dis-
ruption in the local economy.

Impact on job generation

The exits of high-profile global
firms affect employment genera-
tion in two ways. First, it creates
apprehensions among potential
investors about choosing that loca-
tion for greenfield investments or
for scaling up existing facilities.
Such circumstances generally lead
to a ‘wait and watch’ approach, af-
fecting private investments even if
an economy claims to have the tag
of investor friendliness. A down-
turn in private investments leads
to slower employment growth. Se-
cond, the process of the ‘destruc-
tion’ of jobs through exits creates
mismatches in the labour market.
That is, there is a sudden release of

[ndia is not a bystander in the AUKUS saga

Observers in New Delhi profess mixed feelings — some joy for Australia,
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ABHIJIT SINGH

he announcement last week
Tof AUKUS - a new security
pact between the United
States, the United Kingdom and
Australia — is making waves
around the world. The announce-
ment is significant not only be-
cause it involves the transfer of nu-
clear submarine technology to
Australia but also since it implies
the cancellation of an ongoing
U.S.$90 billion project by France
to manufacture conventional sub-
marines for Australia.
Understandably, France is in-
dignant. Paris has recalled its Am-
bassador to Australia, accusing
Canberra of “backstabbing” and
betrayal. When Australian and
French Ministers met less than a
month ago, French officials said
there had been no talk of cancell-
ing the deal. The two sides had
even issued a joint statement indi-
cating the continuation of the sub-
marine programme. But Australia,
it seems, had been secretly nego-
tiating a deal with the U.K. and the
U.S. Beyond Canberra’s uncere-
monious termination of the sub-
marine contract, France is angry
because it was kept in the dark
about the discussions surrounding
the new pact.
For observers in India, the AU-
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KUS saga evokes mixed feelings.
Many are happy for Australia — a
partner in the Quad (of India, the
U.S., Japan and Australia) — to re-
ceive top quality nuclear subma-
rine technology from the U.S. and
the U.K., strengthening China de-
terrence in the Indo-Pacific. But
there is no mistaking a sense of
commiseration with France, In-
dia’s foremost partner in the In-
dian Ocean. “Why couldn’t France
have been taken into confidence,”
many ask. “It would have prevent-
ed an unseemly spat between
friends, all big players in the Indo-
Pacific region.” Some Quad-scep-
tics see this as a sign of what the fu-
ture might hold for India. If Aus-
tralia and the U.S. could deceive
France, a North Atlantic Treaty Or-
ganization (NATO) partner, they
ask, what is to prevent them from
doing the same with lesser allies?

New Delhi is uncomfortable

There is another reason why In-
dian officials are seeing this diffe-
rently. There is apprehension that
the deal could eventually lead to a
crowding of nuclear attack subma-
rines (SSNs/submersible ship nu-
clear) in the Eastern Indian Ocean,
eroding India’s regional pre-emi-
nence. The Indian Navy presently
dominates the space, but its con-
ventional underwater capability
has been shrinking. An Indian
plan to develop a fleet of nuclear
attack submarines has elicited no
offer of help from the U.S. that
does not share its prized nuclear
submarine technology with even
its closest allies; all except Austra-
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lia, evidently. Washington’s wil-
lingness to help Canberra build
SSNs raises the possibility that
Australia could deploy nuclear
submarines in the Eastern Indian
Ocean well before India positions
its own. This is not merely hypoth-
etical. The Indian Navy, the princi-
pal security provider in the East-
ern Indian Ocean, is not building
submarines at a pace commensu-
rate with needs. Notwithstanding
shared concerns over China’s
growing submarine presence in
the region, however, Indian offi-
cials are not comfortable with the
prospect of friendly SSNs in India’s
backyard.

AUKUS versus the Quad

It does not help that AUKUS has ta-
ken the focus away from the Quad.
Regardless of how the Joe Biden
administration frames the argu-
ment, there is no denying a sense
of wariness in New Delhi. There is
for one thing more than a subtle
hint of U.S. favouritism for Austra-
lia in the new deal. The agreement
suggests preferential treatment on
the part of Washington for a close
Anglo-alliance partner. A senior
American official who briefed the
media about the AUKUS deal last

week underscored the “very rare”
nature of the arrangement and the
“extremely sensitive” technology
that will be shared with Australia.
“This is an exception to our policy
in many respects,” he observed. “I
do not anticipate that this will be
undertaken in any other circum-
stances going forward; we view
this as a one-off.” That leads some
in Delhi to wonder why the U.S.
should make an allowance for one
Quad partner and not another.

The technology pursuit
While it has rarely received any
submarine technology from the
U.S., New Delhi has been accept-
ing of American discretion on the
matter. India has instead relied on
Russia for nuclear submarine tech-
nology, including in the construc-
tion of the reactor of India’s first
SSBN/submersible ship ballistic
missile nuclear (Arihant) and in
the acquisition (on lease) of a nu-
clear attack submarine. The In-
dian Navy’s indigenous SSN pro-
gramme, however, requires a
nuclear reactor more powerful
than the one installed in the Ari-
hant (a non war-fighting platform).
Following the deepening of Quad
ties, some in India were hopeful
that the U.S. would consider pro-
viding the Indian Navy with nu-
clear submarine propulsion tech-
nology. The clarification by
Washington that the deal with Aus-
tralia is a “one-oft” puts paid to In-
dian expectations.

There is now speculation that
Delhi might consider seeking
French help with nuclear subma-

high skilled workers which could
block possible new entrants who
have already invested in their
skills; this leads to a levelling down
of wages which occurs when high-
end services firms exit. When
large assembly firms exit there
would be a big influx of low-skilled
workers to other sectors as the
same sector might not be able to
absorb the workforce released.
This churn in the labour market
aggravates an existing unemploy-
ment problem.

A waning of permanency
The euphoria on the inflow of FDI
and associated benefits needs to
be tempered with the reality of the
emergence of modern transna-
tional corporations (TNC) with
‘agility, rapidity and mobility’.
When these TNCs emerge as key
players in an industry, a prolifera-
tion of mergers and consolidations
across national and international
borders might be frequent. These
are efforts to open up new oppor-
tunities in new markets. Such
waves of expansions and contrac-
tions are aimed at acquiring new
markets and new trade opportuni-
ties. This process of an interna-
tionalisation of production is dri-
ven by the big firms by investing in
and out of developing economies.
Growing scepticism towards
more open trade policies and the
rise of protectionism have in-
creased the risk and unpredicta-
bility of policy environments,
leading to deeper reflection on
both existing and new investments
by global firms. Thus, the ‘next to
near’ permanency of large foreign
firms operating for decades is
slowly waning. It is here that dom-
estic capital formation and private
investments should step in. We are
still waiting for it to happen.

M. Suresh Babu is Professor of economics
at IIT Madras. The views expressed are
personal

but more commiseration with France

rines. There is a view that New
Delhi must seize the opportunity
to push France to transfer its nu-
clear propulsion technology. Des-
pite the less than satisfactory ex-
perience with the Project 75
‘Scorpene’ class submarine pro-
gramme, India, some say, should
accept French assistance with
building an SSN reactor.

For the moment, however, In-
dia is being careful in its official
response to AUKUS. The bottom
line for New Delhi is that it cannot
be seen to be taking sides in a feud
among friends. France, the U.S.,
the U.K. and Australia are some of
India’s closest partners, and In-
dian officials would like to be
spared the awkwardness of having
to support one ally over the other.
Despite worries over the prospect
that Australia’s nuclear submarine
capability could overtake India’s
own in coming years, Indian offi-
cials recognise Canberra’s need to
reappraise its strategic environ-
ment and reinforce deterrence
against China.

Likewise, many in New Delhi
feel France’s anguish. The deal
Australia just cancelled was a criti-
cal part of France’s struggle to
maintain an indigenous naval in-
dustry, and a key component of its
Indo-Pacific vision. India, by some
accounts, would like to deepen bi-
lateral strategic ties, and play a
part in restoring French confi-
dence and pride.

Abhijit Singh is a Senior Fellow at the
Observer Research Foundation and a
retired naval officer
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Crimes against women
It is sickening to read
reports almost every day
about incidents of assault
against women which
continue unabated despite
more stringent laws (Page 1,
“26 arrested for raping
minor”, September 24).
While 99% of such cases go
unreported, it is the undue
delay in prosecution and
the abysmally low
conviction rate that take
away from the effectiveness
of such laws. The case also
shows up one of the biggest
flaws in our education
system — the lack of focus
on the instruction of moral
values at the school level.
Building the character of
students and making them
responsible citizens is
nowhere to be found in our
education system. It is time

system is thoroughly
revamped to give primacy
to building the character
and moral fibre of students
and even incorporating sex
education at an appropriate
level in secondary
education.

KOSARAJU CHANDRAMOULI,
Hyderabad

= [ began to read the daily
(Chennai edition) on Friday
only to find four horrifying
reports: “College [girl]
student stabbed to death in
Tambaram”; “26 arrested for
raping minor” (both page 1
reports); “Youth arrested
under POCSO Act in
Ayapakkam” and “Child sex
abuse victim found hanging
[in Kerala]” (both Inside page
reports). Though the Indian
judiciary cannot decree to

pronounce cruel punishment
as in some parts of West
Asia, there needs to be such
stringent punishment that
the perpetrators suffer
deleterious repercussions.

MANI NATARAAJAN,
Chennai

m The rise in such crimes
shows that laws need to be
cognisant of the complexities
in sexual violence. For
instance, an earlier court
verdict that “groping a child
through their clothing does
not constitute sexual assault”
is odd.It is high time the
Supreme Court of India steps
in to make amendments
regarding the complexities
and extend it to the marital
and familial fronts. It might
be necessary to have
restrictions on media outlets
and speeches that are

insensitive towards the topic
and supporting
‘victim-blaming’ through and
in politics, in order to
prevent their manifestation
in misogynistic ideas.
HARITHA K.S.,

Chennai

= What is even more
terrifying is that people are
becoming desensitised to
such crimes. If we look into
the matter more carefully,
the problem also lies in the
online representation of
girls. A lot of people are into
anime and manga, a
Japanese form of
entertainment. And though I
am a fan, I cannot overlook
the fact that it is hugely
problematic — sexualising
school-going children.
Despite being a young,
gender nonconforming

person, I have faced
harassment in public and the
effect it has on a person is,
quite frankly, traumatising.
It is time we hold men and
boys accountable. Schools,
government and private,
need to have lessons on
gender awareness. We need
to teach teenagers what
proper consent is.

RUPSA MARAK,
Tura, Meghalaya

Cancer and surgery

I write this letter as
Professor, Gastrointestinal
and Hepatobiliary services,
Department of Surgical
Oncology, Cancer Institute
(WIA), Chennai.
Congratulations to the young
doctor who overcame rectal
cancer and won a medal in
her postgraduate exams
(Chennai, “After undergoing

»

robotic surgery for cancer,
doctor wins gold medal”,
September 24) . She has
shown that there is life after
cancer. However, the
statement implying that
‘conventional surgery leads
to a colostomy whereas
robotic surgery prevents a
colostomy’ is not only
misleading but far from the
truth and is not supported by
good quality evidence. The
decision to perform a
colostomy in rectal cancer
depends on many variables,
least among which is the
surgical approach. Moreover,
a colostomy should not be
seen as a deterrent to
undergoing surgery for rectal
cancer.

Dr. RAMAKRISHNAN A.S.,
Chennai
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