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Not kosher

The Chanda Kochhar case raises issues of
corporate governance that go well beyond her

he inquiry by former Supreme Court judge Jus-
Ttice B.N. Srikrishna into the allegations against

former ICICI Bank CEO Chanda Kochhar has ta-
ken eight long months to confirm what seems apparent
- that she did not conduct herself as she should have in
relation to conflict-of-interest issues. It was only last
week that the Central Bureau of Investigation filed an
FIR against Ms. Kochhar, her husband Deepak Kochhar,
head of the Videocon group Venugopal Dhoot and ICICI
Bank executives for sanction of credit facilities in viola-
tion of rules, that caused a loss of 1,730 crore to the
bank. The investigating agency has a long way to go be-
fore it establishes whether the loans were given in re-
turn for financial favours, a charge that is at the heart of
booking them for criminal conspiracy, cheating and
corruption. But clearly, Ms. Kochhar erred, and badly at
that, in not disclosing to the bank’s board her husband’s
business connections with the Videocon group, which
was a client of the bank. Worse, she failed to display the
correctness expected of her by sitting on committees
that sanctioned credit facilities to Videocon when she
ought to have recused herself. Just a day after a T300-
crore loan was disbursed to Videocon International
Electronics in 2009, Mr. Kochhar’s NuPower Renewa-
bles received 64 crore from the Videocon group.
Whether this was a quid pro quo for the loan, as the CBI
suggests, needs to be proved. But there is no denying
that it made for poor, even suspicious, optics.

The inquiry report holds her guilty of violation of the
bank’s “code of conduct, its framework for dealing with
conflict of interest and fiduciary duties, and in terms of
applicable Indian laws, rules and regulations.” The
bank’s board has accepted the report and decided to
treat her voluntary resignation from the bank in Octob-
er as “termination for cause”, also deciding to claw
back all bonuses paid to her since April 2009, hold back
unpaid amounts and divest her of her stock option en-
titlements. These are strong penalties, but the question
is: how did the board give her a clean chit as recently as
March last year? It had then reposed its full confidence
and faith in Ms. Kochhar and commended her and the
management team for their “hard work and dedica-
tion”. It is impossible to believe the board was not
aware of the allegations against the CEO given that a
whistle-blower had made them public in October 2016.
Was the board then influenced by Ms. Kochhar into giv-
ing her a good conduct certificate? These are uncomfor-
table questions that raise doubts over the standards of
corporate governance at one of India’s largest banks.
The ICICI Bank episode is only one among several in-
stances of governance lapses in corporate India in re-
cent times. Clearly, regulators need to up their game.

On aﬁf edge

Britain veers to a hard Brexit as Prime Minister
May continues to placate Tory hardliners

he prospects for Britain’s orderly withdrawal
from the European Union on March 29 have re-

ceded further, even as MPs rallied to stop a no-
deal scenario. An amendment to the draft bill on the
termination of London’s membership of the bloc oblig-
es Prime Minister Theresa May to renegotiate her with-
drawal agreement with Brussels. A Tory backbencher’s
proposal calls on the government to come up with alter-
natives to the Irish backstop, a central tenet of the deal
Britain agreed with the rest of the EU. The arrangement
is meant to guarantee continuation of the soft border
between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland,
even if London and Brussels fail to strike a concrete re-
lationship after Brexit. The reservations that Conserva-
tive Eurosceptics have over the backstop was a crucial
factor why Ms. May delayed a House of Commons vote
on her withdrawal agreement. Her subsequent at-
tempts to secure assurances from Brussels to set a time
limit on the backstop, or for Britain to quit the mechan-
ism unilaterally, yielded no tangible outcome. A strong
Eurosceptic opposition on the issue was also the reason
for Ms. May’s overwhelming defeat in the House of
Commons a fortnight ago. Ironically, this is the same
deal Ms. May has all along insisted as being the one that
could deliver the Brexit that people voted for, and to
avoid Britain’s crashing out of the EU. Soon after the
passage of the amendment on Tuesday, the President of
the European Council reiterated the bloc’s unanimous
position, ruling out a reopening of the withdrawal
agreement. The Irish government has been equally ca-
tegorical that as the basic guarantor of the 1998 Good
Friday accord, the soft border was non-negotiable.
With less than 60 days to the deadline, the scope to
overcome such fundamental differences in approach is
rather narrow. Moreover, the Commons voted down a
move, by Conservative and Labour proponents, to in-
itiate legislation to defer the leave date. The latter had
hoped the postponement plan would be a way to gain
time, if the government failed to reach any agreement
with Brussels or could not secure ratification at West-
minster by late-February. Opponents, including Ms.
May, dubbed the idea a remainer’s ploy to delay Brexit,
or worse still, to lay the groundwork for a second refe-
rendum. But Parliament has wrested control of the
Brexit process, and the demand to defer the deadline
could well resurface. In that event, the EU’s favourable
disposition to extend the Article 50 process could serve
to influence the parliamentary balance. But Ms. May
has seemed reluctant to confront the extreme stance of
her Tory backbenchers and might remain hostage to a
hard Brexit reality, notwithstanding the resulting chaos
and upheaval. That outcome is surely not one that most
leave voters would have even remotely imagined.

Heading towards strategic instability

India must be alert as there is a possibility of emerging disruptive technologies prompting inadvertent conflict
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cided to set up three new agen-

cies — the Defence Cyber Agen-
cy, the Defence Space Agency and
the Special Operations Division —
in order to address the new age
challenges to national security.
While this is indeed a useful step
in the right direction, it is also im-
portant to note that the constitu-
tion of these agencies is a far cry
from the crucial recommenda-
tions given by the Naresh Chandra
Task Force and the Chiefs of Staff
Committee, both of which had
suggested the formation of three
separate joint commands to deal
with new challenges to India’s na-
tional security in the cyber, space
and special operations domains.

This rather lacklustre response
to major ‘futuristic’ challenges to
our national security raises a larg-
er question: is India adequately
prepared for the new age wars in
general or is it still preparing for
the last war it fought, and won?

In late 2018, the government de-

High-tech innovations

There is a revolution in military af-
fairs that seems to have attracted
the attention of strategic analysts
and policy planners across the
world. The current focus in mili-
tary thinking across the world is
increasingly moving away from
traditional heavy-duty military
hardware to high-tech innovations
such as artificial intelligence (AI),
big data analytics, satellite jam-
mers, hypersonic strike technolo-

gy, advanced cyber capabilities
and spectrum denial and high-
energy lasers. In the light of the
unprecedented capabilities that
these systems offer, there is also an
increased focus on developing
suitable command and control as
well as doctrinal concepts to ac-
commodate and calibrate them.

The arrival of these technolo-
gies might deeply frustrate strateg-
ic stability as we know it given
their disruptive nature. Strategic
stability in the contemporary in-
ternational system, especially
among the nuclear weapon states,
depends on several age-old cer-
tainties, the most important being
the issue of survivability of a
state’s nuclear arsenal and its abil-
ity to carry out a second strike af-
ter a first attack. Once accuracies
get better, hypersonic glide vehi-
cles replace conventional delivery
systems, real time tracking and
surveillance make major strides,
and Al-enabled systems take over,
survivability of nuclear arsenal,
which lies at the heart of great
power stability, could take a sev-
ere beating. There was, for in-
stance, an assumption that the na-
val leg of a nuclear triad is the
most survivable part since it is hid-
den away in the depths of the
ocean away from the adversary’s
gaze. However, the potential abili-
ty of deep-sea drones to detect bal-
listic-missile armed nuclear sub-
marines or SSBNs may make this
assurance a thing of the past there-
by frustrating traditional
calculations.

Now add the arrival of these
new technologies to the emerging
strategic competition among great
powers. The U.S’s withdrawal
from the Intermediate-Range Nu-
clear Forces treaty is perhaps an
indication of a potential arms race
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in the offing. In a January 2018 arti-
cle, the Economist put it succinct-
ly: “Disruptive new technologies,
worsening relations between Rus-
sia and America and a less cau-
tious Russian leadership than in
the cold war have raised fears that
a new era of strategic instability
may be approaching.”

Fears of conflict

There is an inherent paradox vis-a-
vis high technology-enabled mili-
tary systems. While on the one
hand, it is imperative for states to
redesign their systems in the light
of these new technologies, espe-
cially the digital and cyber compo-
nents, this also makes the cyber-
and digital-enabled systems vul-
nerable to covert cyberattacks.
More so, given that such surrepti-
tious attacks might take place in
the early stages of a conflict, ensu-
ing confusion and scare might lead
to uncontrolled escalation with lit-
tle time for assessment and
judgement.

The biggest fear about these
technologies, the implications of
which we don’t fully understand
yet, is their potential to increase
the risks of intentional and inad-
vertent nuclear use. Such scena-
rios may be unlikely but not im-
probable. Here’s what the
Economist had to say on precisely
such a scenario: “Both China and
Russia fear that new American

long-range non-nuclear strike cap-
abilities could be used to deliver a
disarming attack on a substantial
part of their strategic forces or de-
capitate their nuclear command
and control. Although they would
still launch their surviving nuclear
missiles, improved missile-de-
fence systems of the U.S. would
mop up most of the remainder be-
fore their warheads could do any
damage.”

The fear of a bolt-from-the-blue
attack against one’s command and
control systems or a disabling
strike against strategic arsenal us-
ing new technological solutions is
likely to dominate the strategic
mindspace of great powers in the
days ahead, thereby further dee-
pening mistrust and creating insta-
bility. Therefore, the possibility of
emerging military technologies
prompting inadvertent escalation
and conflict cannot and should
not be ruled out.

Chinese capabilities

China has emerged as a key actor
in the field of emerging military
technologies. This is something
that will concern New Delhi in the
days ahead. Some analysts believe
that Beijing is in the lead position
in emerging technologies with po-
tential military applications such
as quantum computing, 3D print-
ing, hypersonic missiles and Al If
indeed, Beijing continues to deve-
lop hypersonic systems, for in-
stance, it could potentially target a
range of targets in the U.S. While
the Chinese focus is evidently on
U.S. capabilities, which China in-
terprets as a potential threat, this
is not without latent concerns for
New Delhi. India might, in turn,
consider developing some of these
technologies which will create di-
lemmas for Islamabad. The cas-

cading strategic competition then
looks unavoidable at this point,
and that is worrisome. And yet, it
might be difficult to avoid some of
these developments given their
dual use.

However, there is a need to ask
how survivable India’s naval plat-
forms are given the feverish deve-
lopments of advanced sensory
capability in the neighbourhood.
Is it sufficiently prepared to face
the new age wars? Has the urgency
associated with these technologi-
cal developments dawned on the
security planners in New Delhi?

It is in this context that we must
revisit the government’s decision
to set up the agencies to address
cyber and space challenges. Clear-
ly, this is a timely effort from the
government to have finally decid-
ed to set them up — though they
are not yet in place. It is unfortu-
nate that unlike what was envi-
sioned earlier, these agencies will
be reduced in their powers and
their standing in the pecking order
of defence planning in the coun-
try. Moreover, reports indicate
that the Space Command will be
headed by the Air Force, the Army
will head the Special Operations
Command, and the Navy will be gi-
ven the responsibility of the Cyber
Command. If indeed that hap-
pens, their effectiveness in terms
of tri-service synergy will be much
less than anticipated. Even more
so, given that the higher defence
decision-making in the country is
still civil services-dominated, des-
pite the recent attempts to correct
it, the effectiveness of these agen-
cies will remain weak.

Happymon Jacob teaches disarmament
studies at JNU and is the author of Line On
Fire: Ceasefire Violations and India-
Pakistan Escalation Dynamics

In the Northeast, a David versus Goliath battle

With political protests erupting in the region against the Citizenship (Amendment) Bill, the BJP has been put on notice

SANJOY HAZARIKA

he tiny States in India’s east,
Tthe Davids, have put the Go-
liath of political parties, the
Bharatiya Janata Party, on notice

with a carefully aimed slingshot
that may hurt the giant.

Why the opposition?

The Chief Ministers of Meghalaya
and Mizoram, a representative of
the Nagaland Chief Minister, and
an ally of the BJP government in
Tripura declared their unliteral,
united and unhesitating opposi-
tion to the Citizenship (Amend-
ment) Bill of 2016, which seeks to
fast track citizenship to migrants
of Hindu and five other non-Mus-
lim groups from Bangladesh, Af-
ghanistan and Pakistan. The care-
fully crafted North-East
Democratic Alliance of non-Con-
gress parties in the region has
stumbled.

Meghalaya’s Conrad Sangma,
who runs a coalition government
which includes the BJP, convened
the meeting in Guwahati, the re-
gion’s political hub, challenging
the BJP on its own turf. Interesting-
ly, the Congress, which walked out

of the Lok Sabha when the Bill was
being passed, was initially muted.
Now, it has said it will ask its MPs
to vote against the Citizenship Bill
in the Rajya Sabha.

Amid the din of street protests
across Assam and elsewhere, refe-
rence is made time and again to
the Assam Accord of 1985, which
laid down the criteria, strategy
and structure for the deeply trou-
bling ‘foreigners’ issue in the
State. The Accord sought to calm a
movement against illegal migra-
tion that had erupted in bloodshed
and confrontation taking thou-
sands of lives between 1979 and
1985. The key concerns that the
Accord sought to address, through
an agreement of the Centre, the
State government and the All As-
sam Students Union, involved not
only illegal migration from Bangla-
desh but also constitutional safe-
guards for citizens and economic
initiatives for the State’s growth.
Such growth would benefit the en-
tire region since Assam, the largest
of the eight States, drives the re-
gional economy.

When the BJP came to power at
the Centre and in the State, it
sought to fast track a key demand
of the Accord, the updating of the
National Register of Citizens
(NRC), to ostensibly clarify the ex-
istence of large numbers of non-In-
dians in the State. This had been
stymied by earlier Congress-led
governments. However, a July
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2018 NRC draft, which left out four
million people, was sharply de-
nounced as prejudiced and
flawed. A group of senior retired
officials wrote a letter to the Prime
Minister drawing attention to what
they saw as a deeply problematic
process.

The Supreme Court, which has
been issuing a set of ad hoc direc-
tions for a project it is directly su-
pervising, has given NRC organis-
ers more time to fix the problems.
This came after nearly 32 lakh per-
sons filed challenges to their non-
inclusion. The Citizenship Bill
came plumb in the middle of this,
with government officials in Delhi
asserting that the Centre is com-
mitted to it and that the Bill is be-
ing misunderstood.

By excluding Muslims from its
ambit, thus making citizenship
contingent on religion, the provi-
sions in the Bill appear to be con-
trary to Article 14, which guaran-
tees “equality before the law or

equal protection of the law” in any
part of India. The Joint Parliamen-
tary Committee, which assessed
the views of stakeholders, political
and civil society groups across the
country, asked the Intelligence Bu-
reau (IB) for a figure of immediate
beneficiaries of the Bill. The IB
said there were just 31,313 mem-
bers of these minority groups stay-
ing on long-term visas after claim-
ing religious persecution in the
three countries of focus in the Bill.
But is it the Centre’s case that this
small figure is the sum total of per-
sons that it wants to benefit? This
does not appear to be so, accord-
ing to statements of BJP leaders in
Assam, where lakhs of illegal mi-
grants are said to have settled
since 1971. However, there are no
hard figures, only estimates.

At the heart of the matter is a ve-
ry simple issue. The 1985 Accord,
by which everyone swears, is spec-
ific and unique. It is specific to a
State (hence the Assam Accord)
and an issue (illegal migration),
and defines the effort to settle an
issue which was swamped by dis-
cord. It cannot be undone by legis-
lation that seeks to supersede it.
The Accord was sanctioned by Par-
liament and has acceptance in the
State across party lines.

Shifting goalposts

That is why arbitrary efforts and
manufactured consent are meet-
ing such resistance. The goalposts

are being changed without adeq-
uate dialogue. Lack of discussion
and transparency are reasons why
parts of this sensitive region erupt
repeatedly. Delhi does not learn
from the past. How could it expect
the shifting of political goalposts to
be accepted quietly? The Accord
placed the cutoff year for deporta-
tion of illegals at 1971, when Ban-
gladesh was created. The Bill
changes that to 2014. Constitution-
al rights must be upheld. While
the Bharat Ratna to Bhupen Haza-
rika is overdue and welcome, it
cannot detract from the core ques-
tions that are being asked.

The words of Mahatma Gandhi
to the emissaries of Gopinath Bor-
doloi, later Assam’s first Chief Mi-
nister in Independent India, on
December 15, 1946 ring true today.
That was when the British Cabinet
Mission, through constitutional
trickery, sought to impose Bengal
majority control over Assam. “If
Assam keeps quiet, it is finished.
No one can force Assam to do
what it does not want to do. It
must stand independently as an
autonomous unit,” he said.

Assam is speaking as are the pe-
ripheries. But is Delhi listening?
The act of dialogue presupposes
compromise by either side, espe-
cially the more powerful.

Sanjoy Hazarika is the International
Director of the Commonwealth Human
Rights Initiative. Views are personal
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Coalition governments
Past experience shows that
a majority government
does more harm than good,
so the nation needs a
coalition government
(“Modi warns against
coalition regime,” Jan. 31).
The Emergency under
Congress rule and the
failures of this government
such as demonetisation,
weak implementation of
the Goods and Services
Tax, the breakdown of
institutions, and a frayed
social fabric show why
“strong and big decisions”
are a problem.

While the Prime Minister
and the BJP president are
trying to convince the
people that too many cooks
spoil the broth, Indians
must remember that
absolute power corrupts
absolutely.

KSHIRASAGARA BALAJI RAO,
Hyderabad

Sacking of Kochhar president Rahul Gandhi that the Congress president
First, CBI Director Alok and Goa Chief Minister has visited ailing leaders.
Verma was removed in view  Manohar Parikkar over When Rahul Gandhi visited

of an adverse report by the
Central Vigilance
Commission against him
and now Chanda Kochhar
has been sacked (“ICICI
Bank sacks Chanda
Kochhar”, Feb. 1). Whether
in the public or private
sector, it seems common
for people to abuse their
power for personal gains.
However, in Ms. Kochhar’s
case, it is curious why she
has been singled out and
punished when the board
failed to act initially and
even jumped to her
defence. And what about
responsibility on the part of
the bank’s loan-sanctioning
and credit committees?

N. VISVESWARAN,
Chennai

War of words
The row between Congress

Rafale is needless (“Rahul,
Parrikar engage in an all-
out letter war over Rafale”,
Feb. 1). India’s political
discourse is all about
politicians making
allegations and counter-
allegations, which lack
evidence. When the
discussion between two
leaders is not made public,
any claim made misleads
the people. In this case, it
seems as though Mr.
Gandbhi’s visit was political
rather than personal given
that the controversy
erupted soon after his
return and also because the
Congress seems
determined to keep the
Rafale controversy alive.

N. SADHASIVA REDDY,
Bengaluru

This is not the first time

former Prime Minister Atal
Bihari Vajpayee and
External Affairs Minister
Sushma Swaraj, there was
no controversy and no
barbs were exchanged, so
why is there suddenly a
controversy now? This
drama looks like it is going
to continue till there is
some clarity on the Rafale
deal.

BIDYUT KUMAR CHATTERJEE,
Faridabad

Ram Mandir again

In yet another move that
shows that it will go to any
extent to appease the
electorate, the NDA
government has suddenly
woken up from its slumber
and requested the Supreme
Court to return the
“superfluous land” to the
Ram Janmabhoomi Nyas

trust (“An unnecessary
move”, Feb. 1). Perhaps
learning from opinion polls
that its prospects seem
quite bleak this election,
the government is doing
everything it can to regain
trust, from providing 10%
reservation for the
economically poor among
the forward communities to
making this request to the
court. The hope is that the
court will act fairly and
quickly in both these
matters.

THARCIUS S. FERNANDO,
Chennai

Paper in plastic

I have been buying The
Hindu Young World for two
years now. It comes
wrapped in plastic. I'd like
to know why The Hindu,
which carries stories on the
plastic ban and the dangers
of plastic, wraps its own
publications in plastic. I
understand the cover has a
label with my address but
surely it can be replaced
with some other material?

PALLAVI,
Chennai
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CORRECTIONS & CLARIFICATIONS:

>>“Speaker Sumitra Mahajan wants smooth Lok Sabha session”
(some editions, Jan. 31, 2019) mistakenly said the Parliament ses-
sion was scheduled to go on till January 13. It should have been Feb-

ruary13.
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