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Completely Natural

The process of making 
natural history films is to 
try to prevent the animal
knowing you are there, 
so you get glimpses of a 

non-human world, and that 
is a transporting thing. 

David Attenborough

P
arliament remains stalled for two successive days on the 
Uttarakhand crisis. Both Centre and opposition refusing to 
yield from hardened stances is a matter of grave concern for

all. Invoking emergency powers under Article 356 to dismiss a state
government is an issue of paramount importance in our country’s
federal structure and the government should be prepared to handle
questions on this. Besides Uttarakhand the case of Arunachal 
Pradesh – where the same emergency powers were invoked in 
January – is still fresh on parliamentarians’ minds and the 
opposition is within its rights to call for a debate.

Unfortunately, the government seems determined to brush a 
discussion on Article 356 under the carpet. To suppress moves for a
discussion, BJP issued a whip yesterday asking all party MPs to be

present in Parliament for the whole
week. While the Uttarakhand high 
court had set aside President’s rule in
that state last week, the Supreme 
Court had stayed that order and will
be hearing the case today. But to argue
that debate on such an important
constitutional matter is the court’s
prerogative alone and parliamen-
tarians should not entertain it, as BJP
has done, is weak and unconvincing.

Smooth functioning of Parliament
is imperative. The Goods and Service Tax (GST) Bill, the Insolvency
and Bankruptcy Bills among others are still pending in Parliament.
Both remain crucial to kick-start the economy currently undergoing
a phase of jobless growth. By taking the initiative to break the 
impasse, NDA will be moving in the right direction. Despite having
a majority in the Lower House, passage of important legislations
has been clogged in the Upper House where the opposition is 
numerically stronger.

BJP’s strategy is to question the moral authority of Congress,
which they claim has used Article 356 close to 90 times in the past.
But if BJP thinks that is a bad precedent, then it is not one worth
following. If that indeed is the Congress model it would be only 
proper for an NDA government to distance itself from such a 
model. In any case, since the landmark 1994 Bommai judgment
from the Supreme Court, indiscriminate use of Article 356 has 
been discredited. BJP would do well to extend an olive branch to 
opposition parties, so Parliament can focus on important legislationat
hand and get some work done.

An Olive Branch
NDA should permit debate on Article 356 to bridge

gap between treasury and opposition benches

Is Delhi’s odd-even experiment – disallowing odd-numbered
cars on even-numbered days, and vice versa, in a bid to curb
pollution – really working? Experts as well as the lay public are
divided on the issue.

Meanwhile the Confederation of Indian Industry (CII) has
come up with another suggestion. Instead of the odd-even 

system, why not just take the last digit of the number plate and ban cars with a
last digit that matches that particular date. For instance, if your car number
ends with a 9, you can’t use your car on the 9th, 19th and 29th of each month.

The CII formula allows you to use your vehicle on all but three or four days a
month, while the odd-even system bars your car for 15 or 16 days a month. On the
face of it, the last-digit system seems better and more practicable than the
odd-even method. But even this is not jugaad-proof, not impervious to the 
innate Indian genius for improvisation. 

Indeed, the odd-even scheme has at best been only a partial success what
with people getting round it either by buying a second car, or by simply getting a

fake number plate. 
So is there no sure-fire way of keeping cars off

the road to decongest our streets as well as our
lungs, not only in Delhi but also in Mumbai and

other cities with dangerously high pollution levels? There might be. 
It is a well-known scientific fact that Indians, all Indians, are physically and

mentally incapable of driving a motor vehicle without repeated use of the
horn, which they believe to be the main source of propulsion, even more so
than the internal combustion engine.

Stop manufacturing cars with horns, and remove the horns from all 
existing cars, and bingo! Car-free roads and pollution-free lungs. Except that
India’s infinite capacity for jugaad might find a way to bypass this as well. 
How? By replacing the banned horn with an assortment of loud musical 
instruments: brassy bugles, trumpeting trumpets and shrill shehnais. A 
chaotic cacophony of horn-less cars which will prove that, do what you will, the
Indian motorist will find a way to bajao our band.

secondopinion@timesgroup.com
http:/blogs.timesofindia.indiatimes.com/jugglebandhi/

Horn of a dilemma

Jug Suraiya

A way to make roads car-free 
that might work – or might not 

“Where the mind is 
without fear and the 
head is held high,” wrote
Rabindranath Tagore,
exemplar par excellence
of the Bengal Renais-

sance. Yet fear is the key in the current
assembly elections. Violence has 
marked almost every phase of the rather
insulting six phase assembly poll. So 
far three CPM activists have died. 

In an unprecedented order the EC 
desired that Trinamool strongman 
Anubrata Mondal was such a threat to
peace that he be placed under 24x7 video
surveillance. In Birbhum shots were 
fired and bombs hurled. Eight hundred
companies of forces guard the Bengali’s
right to exercise her franchise.

Poll violence is only an outward mani-
festation of a far deeper malaise: in a soci-
ety where violence is now structural and
institutionalised, the Bengali in today’s
Bengal lives in perpetual fear. The journa-
list covering Bengal elections can hardly
miss this all-consuming, palpable fear.

Left-leaning intellectuals in Kolkata
may speak out but they have been made
pariah by the TMC government and have
little to lose. Also, by virtue of being middle
class, they are far less vulnerable. In small
towns and villages by contrast, voices 
are hushed, citizens refuse to hazard a 
political comment, the ‘harmad bahini’ of
the Left, many whisper, has been replaced
by the clubs, or Trinamool ‘syndicates’.

These are networks of young men who
function as middlemen in every locality
and extort and intimidate freely. Voters,
rich and poor, plead not to be identified for
fear of reprisals from one or the other side.
They say in spite of the impregnable
EVMs, party dadas in each party can tell
how you’ve voted and will extract their 
revenge if disappointed. No wonder the
Bengali voter is very afraid.

Even in Bihar politics is more vibrant.
Stop for a chat with a Bihari and she fizzes
with effervescent opinions from Hindutva
to caste to development. In Kashmir, even
in the shadow of looming security people
are less reticent, angrily voicing azadi

sentiments. But in Bengal, the citizen 
appears pulverised by politics, hesitant to
breathe a word.

Former CM Jyoti Basu won five times
from his constituency Satgachia but, 
astonishingly, barely visited it. The absent
MLA won repeatedly not because of his
mass connect but because of battle-ready
Left cadres who delivered votes on the thre-
at of “mere thanda kore debo” (will beat
you into submission). Voters in Satgachia
still remember those chilling words.

This fear is thus a result of the fact
that in no state has any party ruled for
quite as long as the Left has, and fear is a
consequence of its interminably long 
reign through the local warlords spread
through the state. Mamata Banerjee has
always had invincible raw courage in
confronting the Left war machine, 
she has taken blows to the head and 
abdomen, been hospitalised repeatedly.

Yet she has not really challenged the
idea of fear as a structural mechanism
in politics. The TMC government has 
delivered on roads, water and electricity
and did not need to strike fear. Yet 

Banerjee has so internalised the Left’s
ways that her minions practice the same
rule-by-fear strong arm tactics as the
CPM. When Banerjee stormed into 
Bhowanipur police station or jailed a col-
lege professor for circulating cartoons,she
was only imitating the Left.

Today Trinamool and Left are almost
identical in ideology and modus operandi,
two rival teams playing the same game
like Mohun Bagan and East Bengal locked
in a blood feud over flag and leader. Since
there’s no contest of ideas, there’s only a
contest of muscle power.

Fear kills creativity. Bengal, once 

famous for its iconoclasts, is now a society
made up of blind followers of one or the
other camp. Bengalis who leave Bengal
like Amartya Sen, Kaushik Basu, Bibek
Debroy, Amitav Ghosh, Sharmila Tagore,
Prannoy Roy are intellectual and cultural
leaders, showing that the Bengali thrives
and excels outside Bengal, where he or she
is free of the stultifying cultural context.
The late Satyajit Ray, and now Aparna Sen
and Aveek Sarkar, are perhaps the last
children of the Renaissance who live and
lived in Bengal.

As a result of fear, there’s a lack of
diversity in political thought and a lack of
genuine debate over ideas. Ambedkar’s
ideas can be debated from Hyderabad to
Pune but in today’s Bengal, can there be a
genuine debate on past icons like Netaji or
present icons like Mamata? Tagore’s songs
are revered as hymns, but should a dynamic
culture be so reverential? Is this the Bengal
of Ramakrishna Paramhansa who created
the radical egalitarianism of bhakti?

A thoroughly politicised society 
permits no independent thought. Bengal
has stopped generating its courageous
iconoclasts because a numbing politici-
sation of education, administration, 
police, civil society and even art has 
killed the independent thinker.

The intellectual vacuum has in turn
spawned a political vacuum. The lack of
intellectual diversity means that all 
politics is ultimately personalised. Without
an exchange of ideas, without clashing
doctrines, politics becomes just rival
gangs of toughs willing to let their fists
talk rather than their words.

Gokhale said what Bengal thinks today,
India thinks tomorrow. Sugata Bose, Amit
Mitra and Derek O’Brien may be shining
beacons of bhadralok participation in
public life but the educated Bengali tends
to shun politics when the grammar is 
violence. The Left ruled for three decades
through a structured arrangement to 
perpetuate fear and deprived the Bengali
of the right to think aloud and Mamata 
Banerjee is victim, inheritor and perpetra-
tor of this fear-inspiring machine.

That’s why from Tagore to Banerjee the
journey of Bengal can be paraphrased as,
“Where the mind is with fear.”

Where The Mind Is With Fear
Whatever the poll results, the fearful Bengali now epitomises Tagore’s home state
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Trinamool and Left are almost
identical in ideology and
modus operandi, two rival
teams playing the same game
like Mohun Bagan and East
Bengal locked in a blood feud
over flag and leader

T
he government’s U-turn on its earlier decision to grant visa to
Uyghur activist Dolkun Isa has come as a huge embarrassment.
That India chose to withdraw the visa after strong protest

from China – Isa was slated to attend an inter-faith/ethnic conference
in Dharamshala – shows New Delhi’s strategic diplomacy to be weak.
This impression is further accentuated by the fact that the conference
itself has now been scaled down to a closed-door meeting between a
handful of activists. Such supine backtracking from what was touted
as a bold move by New Delhi to counter Beijing’s blocking of its 
proposals to designate Pakistan-based terrorists at the UN makes

India’s foreign policy lack heft. 
This is a setback because hitherto foreign 

policy was considered the NDA government’s
strong suit. Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
foreign trips and outreach to a diverse set of count-
ries have certainly furthered India’s strategic 
profile. But India’s China policy has fallen between
two stools, as New Delhi has now been seen to 
visibly back down under Chinese pressure. Given

the gravity of the matter, New Delhi must have known that Beijing 
would vehemently protest visas for Uyghur activists. If this was seen
as too risky, it should not have been undertaken in the first place. But
having undertaken it, New Delhi should not have backed down.

Perhaps New Delhi can take a cue from how the Chinese themselves
negotiate. They never back down – as they haven’t despite concerted
Indian pressure on UN sanctioning of Masood Azhar – but they 
may undertake further measures on a related issue later on in 
order to assuage concerns. As things stand, India has handed the 
negotiating advantage to China and lost strategic capital in the 
international arena. 

Supine U-turn
In withdrawing visa to Uyghur activist, 
India has lost face and strategic capital 
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T
hey are beautiful, the three 
leopard cubs. But they are 
being raised in captivity in the

Centre for Wildlife Rehabilitation and
Conservation (CWRC), close to the
Kaziranga National Park in Assam.
Their mother was beaten to death by tea
plantation staff when she strayed into
the tea garden, leaving behind three
newborn cubs, yet to open their eyes to
the world around them. Rescued by
CWRC staff some 18 months ago, the
cubs know of no other home than the
enclosure they now live in. 

What will become of them? Says
veterinarian Panjit Basumatary, “The
cubs don’t know how to survive in the
wild. They don’t know how to hunt.
Perhaps one day they’ll get sent to a
zoo.” The other animals brought in due
to injury or floods would be ministered
to before being released again into the
wild. But no such luck for the beautiful
leopard cubs that were now baring their

teeth and growling at me, obviously
scared of strangers. Which is why
visitors are normally not encouraged,
unless it’s a special request, like when
British Royals Kate and William visited
here recently. 

One leopard hid herself in a large
pipe, her amber eyes flashing in the 
dark as she let out a low growl. The 
other two siblings raced up and
down, and soon disappeared
from sight, finding refuge in
leafy corners, in what was now
their haven. 

I move away, distressed at
the thought of their ending up
in a zoo, never to know what it is
to live in their natural habitat.
The gibbons, just four in 
number, were making a racket,
chattering constantly, as if
saying, ‘Hey, leave us alone’. We
were not allowed to meet them, but we
could hear them loud and clear.

We were allowed to climb up the
machaan and so had a great view of the

jungle safaris but visits to living culture
and faith rituals, Ahom monuments and
villages where a minimalist lifestyle
reiterates the impermanence of life, on
the banks of a mighty river that is so
temperamental and unpredictable that
it could change its course too often and
too suddenly for human comfort. 

The early morning elephant safari –
despite heavy rains – reveals to us how
the other half lives, in their natural
habitat, moving about with confidence
and dignity. Rhinos with babies in tow,
the wild buffalo with its magnificent
horns and muscular body, huge ele-
phants with their long tusks, wild boar
and swamp deer and scores of birds – all
participating in the cycle of life, at their
own pace, taking no more from nature
than what is needed for their survival.
No tigers in view, considering the heavy
rain, perhaps watching us from the
safety of the tall grass. 

A great life – if only humans stayed
out of it.

Post your comments at speakingtree.in

two handsome rhinoceros that were out
in the open, now that the skies had
cleared up. The rhinos were rescued
from floodwaters and they will soon be
good to go back home.

Are most injured animals victims of
animal-to-animal conflict, i ask and pat
comes the reply: “What? That is very
rare indeed; most injuries are inflicted

by humans, especially 
poachers, and few perhaps 
by stray dogs,” says Panjit. 

We are on a river cruise on
the M V Mahabaahu, sailing
from Jorhat to Guwahati, with
mostly foreign wildlife and
environment enthusiasts,
covering a distance of 385 km
on the Brahmaputra, passing
through the Kaziranga 
National Park, a world heritage
site; quaint villages including a

Mishing tribal village and one inhabi-
ted by Bangladeshi migrants; ancient
monuments and temples. An experience
that includes not just nature walks and

It’s Wild And Wonderful, Without Humans
Narayani.Ganesh@timesgroup.com
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RALPH WALDO EMERSON

No member of a crew is praised
for the rugged individuality of his rowing

A thought for today

Gavi, the global Vaccine Alliance, plays an
important role in saving lives worldwide. As
World Immunisation Week is observed,
Seth Berkley, CEO of Gavi, spoke with
Bachi Karkaria about the importance 
of vaccinating children, a great success of
India’s immunisation programme – and 
also the powerful irony of its pharma 
industry producing 55% of Gavi’s global
vaccines but only 65.4% of India’s children
receiving this protection:

■ How do you evaluate India’s 
attitude to immunisation? 

Well, India’s success in
eliminating polio in less
than a decade simply can-
not be overstated. 

Now, the drive that made
this possible has created a 
legacy that will continue to
save lives because by build-
ing on the polio vaccination
infrastructure and with help
from Gavi, India is finding 
ways to reach more children
than ever before with other 
vaccines.

This includes the 5-in-1
pentavalent vaccine, which
is against meningitis, 
pneumonia and otitis plus
whooping cough, tetanus,
hepatitis B and diphtheria.
■ Gavi procures 55% of
its vaccines for the world
from Indian manufacturers
– so why haven’t Indian

children benefited more?
Historically, Indian children have mis-

sed out not because of a lack of vaccines
but a tardiness of political will and access
issues – the Modi government has been a

highly proactive supporter, 
adding vaccines to UIP and

introducing bold initiati-
ves to improve access, like 
Mission Indradhanush.

By plugging the gaps
that existed in immunisation

services, we are finding ways
to reach more children.

■ How can Indian entre-
preneurs contribute?

India clocks 27 
million births every
year – but it accounts
for one-fifth of child

deaths worldwide
and more than a 
quarter of all 
under-immunised
children in 
Gavi-supported

countries.
The Make in India

initiative could hold
the key to many 
of these challenges,
thanks to its emphasis
on innovation – by 
applying the same 
entrepreneurial zeal
which it does to innova-
tion in digital and 

logistics technology, 

India could massively improve access to
vaccines by modernising supply chains.
■ There is a persistent argument 
about other priorities such as 
sanitation – how do you address that?

Well, childhood immunisation is not
just about saving lives and preventing 
illness – it also makes sound economic 
sense. The latest research suggests that
every rupee invested in vaccination produ-
ces immediate savings of Rs 16 in costs 
averted, such as treatment and healthcare.

Include the broader benefits and
the value people place in living 
longer, healthier lives and this 
figure increases to a 44-fold return
on investment. That’s exactly what
immunisation is – an investment.
■ Please comment on the negative
publicity against immunisation drives
such as around the Human Papilloma
Virus vaccine in 2014.

There are nay-sayers in all corners of
the world – while they grab headlines,
science doesn’t support their claims. 

The simple truth is, vaccines work
and they are very much needed. 

The HPV vaccine protects women and
girls from cervical cancer, of which India
has one of the highest mortality rates. 
These vaccines have been available in 
private markets in India for years. 
Including them as part of India’s Universal
Immunisation Programme (UIP) is about
equity, providing access to the poorest.
■ Speaking of the poorest, aren’t 
poor countries often guinea pigs for
vaccine trials? 

No. These are vaccines recommended
by WHO for all children, everywhere.

Until recently, many of these newer
vaccines were only available in wealthy
countries or to those who could afford
them. It could take a decade or more 
before new vaccines were affordable for
poor countries. 

Gavi’s changed all that. Now, a new 
vaccine, like the one against the biggest
childhood killer, pneumonia, reached
children in the poorest countries less than

a year after it was first available in
wealthy countries.
■ What’s lacking from Indian 
pharma? Could it do more on 
pricing?

India has established itself as a 
global player – 55% of Gavi’s vaccines are
manufactured in India. By creating 
competition within the market, Indian 
manufacturers have helped bring prices
down or have directly slashed prices.

But they need to show more interest
in some of the newer vaccines.
■ What does India gain from its new
partnership with Gavi?

Given India’s significance as a global
supplier of vaccines and a region of
childhood suffering, this partnership 
involves $500 million or Rs 3,000 crore 
till 2021 to assist the transition out of 
Gavi support. 

It will also help introduce new, vital 
vaccines in India, explore collaborations
in modernising immunisation systems –
and ensure global vaccine supply security
and affordability.

‘Despite polio win, India’s children suffered due to tardy political
will ... Modi govt’s proactive ... immunisation’s an investment’

dilbert


