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Digital public infrastructure
Technology has disrupted the traditional model of news production by empowering the 
audience to amplify it or create new content altogether

Traditional news me-
dia has always oper-
ated on the three-ti-

er model – production, 
distribution & discovery, 
and audience. This mod-
el of distribution has now 
changed; the citizen can 
now boost content by 
making it go viral. Mean-
while, distribution is free 
since we don’t pay as much 
to spread information. In-
stead the cost of discovery 
has gotten higher. Content 
goes viral because citizens 
amplify it, and discovery 
mechanisms then push it 
further. Citizens can not 
only influence action in the 
world, but can produce it, 
which creates this new di-
mension. 

Tristan Harris, a Silicon 

Valley entrepreneur in the 
U.S., has argued that this 
new model is not a healthy 
trend and wastes people’s 
valuable time. Rather, it 
focuses on making more 
money the more time one 
spends on these platforms, 
making it addictive for all 
those involved. When a 
user accesses certain kinds 
of data and likes it (thereby 
boosting it), more of such 
data is made available to 
them, thereby trapping 
them in this cycle of view-
ership and interaction.  

When ones detaches 
the costly production mod-
el from the model of distri-
bution (where one makes 
money through advertis-
ing) the former does not 
fare well. In the U.S., news-

papers drive substantial 
reporting. However, their 
revenues have gone down 
and the incomes of compa-
nies that help disseminate 
information, like Google, 
have gone up. There has 
been a shift away from 
producing reports into 
digital AdSense – a pro-
gramme that helps users 
earn money from their on-
line content. In an ideal sit-
uation, one cost would not 
replace the other. 

The price of advertising 
in the current system of 
digital media is prone to 
abuse. It can be seized by 
people to spread disinfor-
mation, indulge in trolling, 
and use bots to artificially 
amplify content. The cur-
rent system has given rise 

to echo chambers. To off-
set this, money must be 
spent on moderation and 
control measures so that 
a mob mentality does not 
predominate these spaces. 

A PUBLIC SOCIAL 
MEDIA SERVICE

Around 60 years ago, under 
similar circumstances, the 
U.S. television sphere was 
failing, where low-quality 
content dominated. Peo-
ple then began investing in 
a public media system (the 
public broadcast system) 
to complement the private 
media industry. 

Now once again, the 
U.S. is at a point where 
there is a need to build 
public social media which 
tries to address the rela-
tionship between news 
and social media. It would 
entail thousands of small 
networks with an explicit 
public spirit, and the peo-
ple who use it would be 
responsible for it. The idea 
is to have a single tool that 
allows someone to use 
all media platforms. An 
American economist, Paul 
Romer, said that if we, as a 
society, are worried about 
surveillant advertising on 
social media, we should 
impose a levy on such ads. 
The levy can then be in-
vested to build and main-
tain a better information 
ecosystem. 

Zuckerman’s work re-
volves around a Digital 

Ethan Zuckerman is 
Former Director of the 
Centre for Civic Media 
at MIT and an Associ-
ate Professor of the 
Practice at the MIT Me-
dia Lab in the United 
States. He co-founded 
the international 
blogging community 
‘Global Voices’. This 
article takes off from 
his thoughts shared 
at a Synergia Forum 
titled ‘Searching for 
news in a social media 
algorithm’ held on 26 
February 2021.

CONTENT CAN “GO VIRAL” THROUGH AMPLIFICATION,
LESSENING DISTRIBUTION POWER

PRODUCTION

DISTRIBUTION &
DISCOVERY

CITIZENS

Source: ethanzuckerman.com



Public Infrastructure. The 
aim is to create a new 
pro-social social media to 
re-work the relationship 
between social media plat-
forms and news organisa-
tions. 

Ethan is one of the 
founding members of  
Tripod.com (one of the first 
“Dot com” domains) where 
he was in charge of the 
design and the implemen-
tation of the website. It led 
to the invention of the Pop- 
up advertisement that we 
commonly see today. 

The process of combat-
ing disinformation needs 
to be backed by technical 
expertise and information. 
While companies like Face-
book shouldn’t be able to 
access WhatsApp (since it 
is an encrypted platform), 
the disinformation could 
be offset by journalists 

who are present in these 
systems. Media platforms 
themselves should get 
more aggressive about 
fact-checking. People are 
now learning to exploit the 
new environment of digi-
tal public infrastructure, to 
the extent that it is no lon-
ger an information prob-

lem, at least in the U.S. A 
major political party in the 
U.S. sought to detach itself 
from reality, since it was 
more advantageous, by 
claiming the need to over-
turn an election. This has 
now turned into a political 
problem which is hard to 
fix solely through an infor-

mation approach. 
There is a sense of 

wanting to throw away the 
old infrastructure due to 
lack of faith in it, resulting 
in a particular brand of 
political propaganda. Yet 
it is hard to answer which 
creates what – does the 
propaganda create the al-
gorithm, or vice versa? A 
lot of this can be seen in 
the U.S. and Europe, but 
less so in Asia – Taiwan is 
currently seeing an uptick 
in trust. It’s hard to blame 
this mistrust on social me-
dia; it’s more of a social 
shift where, when institu-
tions fail the people, the 
people get better at talking 
about it. Perhaps now the 
conversations should not 
be focused on how we 
survive as the press, but 
how we are failing the au-
diences, and what they are 
saying about the things we 
need to change. 
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Q A key issue in cy-
ber-attacks these 

days is the attribution 
of international cyber 
attacks. Do you think 
the key would be to 
find attribution to dis-
information campaigns 
-- where it started from, 
and the day you can go 
back, decipher where 
it started from, you 
will be able to ensure 
greater accountability, 
at least from the perpe-
trators of this informa-
tion? 

A Ethan: Attribution 
is an obsession of 

people who study cyber 
warfare. The theory be-
hind it comes from the 
nuclear warfare theory 
-- if you know where the 
bomb is coming from, 
you can threaten to re-
taliate, and therefore no 
one will drop the bomb in 
the first place. 

The problem with 
digital warfare is that, 
attribution is almost im-
possible. So when it be-
comes reasonably clear 
that there was a Russian 
disinformation campaign 
affecting the U.S. in 2016, 
Vladimir Putin said, hey, 
it wasn’t us. President 
Trump says, well, I see 
no reason it would be; 
it could have been a 
400-pound man sitting 
on a bed somewhere. 
When we know where 
this information is com-
ing from, it is easier to 
take it less seriously. 

The work that traced 
certain types of disin-
formation to college 

students in North Mace-
donia did an excellent 
job of disabling some of 
that information. Even 
with the QAnon conspir-
acies that have become 
so popular in the United 
States, I think if we could 
figure out where that’s 
coming from, it would 
defang it to an extent. 

I think William Yang 
made the right point 
around this -- one of the 
reasons Taiwan is so ag-
gressively fighting this in-
formation is that there’s 
reason to believe that it’s 
coming from China and 
the Chinese government. 

Suppose you can 
demonstrate the truth 
behind a piece of infor-
mation. In that case, you 
can put it into context 
– that it is not only false 
and manipulative, but it 
has a particular political 
agenda behind it.

Working on attribu-
tion is a critical piece, and 
a lot of the research tools 
I work on, focus on that. 

Q Quoting from the 
introduction of 

your book ‘Mistrust,’ in 
which you state that “I 
write this book at a mo-
ment when I feel Amer-
ica might snap.” Before 
Trump came to office, 
you started writing 
the book; you finished 
writing it when Trump 
was still in office or just 
about when the pan-
demic started. By the 
time we all got to read 
it, Trump was out of 
office. Do you feel that  
America has turned the 
corner  or whether  the 
fault lines still exist and 
you’re going to have a 
repeat of  the past? 

A Ethan:  More than 
75 million Amer-

icans voted for Donald 
Trump, despite clear 
evidence that he violated 
the law and misman-
aged the pandemic.  He 
worked to pull society 
apart when he lost an 
election with most elect-
ed representatives in his 

political party, striving to 
overturn that election.  
The majority of the peo-
ple who support those 
elected leaders believe 
that the election was 
fraudulent. 

Joe Biden is good 
news, but it does not 
mean that the problem 
is over. What you see 
in the United States is 
something that you are 
likely to see worldwide- 
people are no longer 
fighting over the inter-
pretation of facts; they’re 
fighting over their own 
facts. The war is not just 
for the survival of jour-
nalism; it’s for the surviv-
al of reality. There’s no 
way to live in a democra-
cy unless we can agree 
on the reality that we’re 
living in. Right now, the 
chief political strategy 
in the United States is 
to control reality and try 
to win the election from 
there. This is an enor-
mously disturbing devel-
opment. 

Unmistakably, 
we need to continue 
strengthening the jour-
nalistic profession so that 
we have facts to work 
from. We need to think 
about the relationship 
between social media 
and journalism to have 
a better chance of am-
plifying the factual and 
contradicting the others. 
But I want to be clear -- 
this is not just a technical 
problem or media prob-
lem; this is a problem of 
politics and a  problem 
with society.

Expert Q&A 
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The year 2015 wit-
nessed the begin-
ning of a phenome-

non that has come to be 
known as fake news. Mis-
information/fake news 
today is an intrinsic part 
of the military-industrial 
complex, in many parts of 
the world. 

The main challenge in 
confronting fake news is 
the sheer mass of misin-
formation generated by 
the exponential growth 
of telecom infrastructure 
and crashing data rates. 
Sadly, this deep penetra-
tion has not translated to 
higher digital literacy, nor 
has it made the people 
better educated.

As we saw in 2016 
with Cambridge Analytica, 
there is design and archi-
tecture to this effort. Fake 

news has a role to play as 
part of the ongoing social 
and political discourse, 
with few people capable 

of discerning between 
fake news and the truth. 
So overwhelmed are they 
with fake news that even 
when shown the truth, 
they refuse to believe it.

The technology plat-
form is the core that sus-
tains fake news. While 
platforms themselves 
may not create fake news, 
they enable their rapid 
spread through the in-
frastructure provided. As 
things stand today, these 
platforms are also a solu-
tion to the problem gov-
ernments, and individuals 

Nixing fake news
The only way to nip misinformation in the bud is to work 
alongside social media platforms 

Govindraj Ethiraj 
is a journalist and 
founder of Boom, a 
fact-checking initia-
tive, and IndiaSpend, 
a public interest data 
journalism platform. 
He is a Fellow of The 
Aspen Institute, Colo-
rado, USA, and a win-
ner of the BMW Foun-
dation Responsible 
Leadership Award for 
2014 and the 2018 
McNulty Prize. This 
article is based on his 
thoughts shared at a 
Synergia Forum titled 
‘Searching for news 
in a social media 
algorithm’ held on 26 
February 2021.

HOW TO SPOT FALSE NEWS

READ BEYOND
Headlines can be sensational in 
an effort to get clicks. What’s 
the whole story?

CONSIDER THE SOURCE
Click away from the story
to investigate the site, its
mission and its contact info

CHECK THE AUTHOR
Do a quick search on the 
author. Are they credible? Are 
they real?

CHECK THE DATE
Reposting old news stories
doesn’t mean they’re relevant 
to current events

IS IT A JOKE?
If its too outlandish, it might be 
satire. Research the site and 
author to be sure

SUPPORTING SOURCES?
Click on any hyperlinks 
accompanying the story. 
Determine if the info given 
actually supports the story

CHECK YOUR BIASES
Consider if your own beliefs 
could affect your judgement

IS IT AUTHENTIC?
Use Tin Eye/Google Reverse
Image Search before sharing
photos to verify their original 
source

CHECK MAINSTREAM 
MEDIA
or a credible fact-checking site

STOP THE SPREAD OF MISINFORMATION
THINK BEFORE YOU SHARE, REACT OR RESPOND.

Source: Groundviews



must learn to effectively 
work with such platforms 
ensuring better collabora-
tion and problem-solving. 

Social media and mes-
saging platforms rely on 
technologies like AI and 
ML to fact-check and 
control malicious infor-
mation, but this is not 
enough. Human interven-
tion is important in order 
to exercise greater con-
trol over misinformation 
and its ominous impact 
on the real world. The na-
ture of fake news and mis-
information has changed 
dramatically, and fighting 
it as civil members and 
journalists, is an uphill 
task. There is a strong 
need to fight it, alongside 
the platforms. We also 
need to teach everyone 
the correct digital litera-
cy – from old members 
on WhatsApp to young 
ones just getting on to it. 
The government needs 
to work closely with or-
ganisers like ‘fact check-

ers’ and genuine news 
creating organisations to 
thwart fake news.

A considerable 
amount of misinforma-
tion happens in the local 
languages as well. This 
would depend upon the 
nature of the event or ac-
tivity being targeted rath-
er than a particular region 
or language.  For exam-
ple, if elections are due in 
any part of the country, 
that region would experi-
ence a spike of fake news/ 
misinformation to swing 
opinions – communal, so-
cial and political. These 
constitute the heart of the 
manifesto, upon which 
elections are fought. A 
false narrative does con-
siderable damage to the 
entire exercise of demo-
cratic rights.

Other narratives for 
misinformation target 
healthcare and medi-
cines. This was prevalent 
even before COVID-19 
struck and it has risen to 

new heights during the 
pandemic. India hasn’t 
been a victim of external 
state actors, although 
some amount of fake 
news may have emanated 
during the tense stand-
offs with Pakistan.
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Q Where do you 
see the road 

ahead - three or four 
crucial things that 
you think needs to 
be done to combat it, 
maybe from an Indi-
an perspective? 

A Govindraj: 
Around two years 

ago, we started doing 
‘explainers’ as our little 
response to the large 
problem of fighting 
fake news. Fighting 
fake news is a reactive 
effort, so how can we 
be proactive? We keep 
looking for what’s 
going viral before it 
becomes truly big or, if 
we see something that 
is likely to become an 
issue, even if intuitively, 
then we do an explain-
er.  Many other people 
do it too, The Indian 
Express runs an entire 
page called ‘Explained’, 
which tries to address 
the same issue. 

The divisiveness 
of alternate realities 
stemming from the ‘my 
facts versus your facts’ 
situation is a challeng-
ing issue to address, 
because it is concep-
tual, foundational, and 
psychological at the 
same time. If we allow 
the phenomenon to go 
unchecked, as seen in 
the case of the United 
States, the Republi-
cans allowed it to go 
unchecked. The people 
who were storming the 
Capitol wanted to hang 
Mike Pence. In some 
ways, they became 
their own victims. To 
those who revel in it 
and think it is helping 
them today, someday 
it is going to blow up in 
their own faces. 

Assessment

Tackling fake news/
misinformation is one 
instance where greater 
involvement of cut-
ting-edge technology – 
the likes of AI, ML etc. – 
is unwelcome. Instead, 
appropriate human 
agency is the need of 
the hour.

Societies must strive to 
achieve greater digital 
literacy as a conse-
quence of the growth 
in telecom infrastruc-
ture and cheaper data 
rates. In other words, 
telecom infrastructure 
and cheaper data rates 
must not become foun-
dations for the faster 
spread of misinforma-
tion, but for greater 
digital literacy. 

Selected countries
n=74,000 respondents in 37 markets (Jan/Feb 2018)
Source: Reuters Institute Digital News Report 2018

 

WHERE EXPOSURE TO FAKE NEWS IS HIGHEST
% who say they were exposed to completely made-up news in the past week

Turkey 49%

Mexico 43%

Brazil 35%

United States 31%

South Korea 30%

Spain 29%

Australia 25%

Canada 19%

Japan 17%

France 16%

United Kingdom 15% Germany 9%
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Confronted with an 
avalanche of disin-
formation and mis-

information, both from 
China and other sources, 
a concerned Taiwanese 
government joined forces 
with a civil society based 
organisation called the 
Taiwan FactCheck Centre. 
This organisation came 
into being after the local 
elections of 2018, which 
saw a high number of dis-
information campaigns 
that benefited a particular 
local politician. Predict-
ably, the politician won, 
and the disinformation 
campaign was later traced 
back to China. The civil so-
ciety group also worked 
with a popular messaging 
app called Line, which is 
also a breeding ground 
for disinformation. 

The government 
worked in tandem with 
FactCheck Centre by high-
lighting the disinforma-
tion detected by the Cen-
tre. Line has also been 
cooperating using its very 
effective bot system to 
root out potential disin-

formation campaigns be-
ing spread out the app 
itself.

This is a three-pronged 
approach, where a tech-
nology company is of-
fering its technology to 
a fact-check centre that 
has journalistic expertise, 
and then the government 
will use its credibility to 
directly inform the entire 

country about it. 
The coming togeth-

er of all the institutions 
brought about very dif-
ferent results during the 
2020 presidential elec-
tions, which led to sig-
nificantly fewer disinfor-
mation campaigns from 
China. So, within a little 
more than 14 months, Tai-
wan was able to achieve 

a turnaround in its cam-
paign against misinfor-
mation. Though Taiwan 
may be a lot smaller than 
India or the U.S., it pres-
ents an interesting case 
study. If governments and 
institutions are willing to 
come together and share 
resources and the vision 
of a disinformation-free 
society, the same model 
can be implemented in 
other countries. 

This is something that 
can go beyond the cul-
tural barrier because it’s 
essential for all demo-
cratic countries to have 
trustworthy institutions 
that the people can rely 
on. This will prevent cha-
os in society as people 
will have the option to 
refer to a source when-
ever they spot something 
suspicious, thus rejecting 
fake news.

William Yang 
is a journalist covering 
East Asia for Deutsche 
Welle and is VP of 
Taiwan Foreign Corre-
spondents’ Club. 

Fighting disinformation
The way forward is to have governments and institutions working to-
gether for a disinformation-free society

Who’s Responsible for Fighting Fake News Online?
Who is most responsible for making sure internet companies

give accurate/unbiased news?

Based on a survey of 1,203 U.S. adults conducted between May 21 and June 4, 2018
Sources: Gallup, Knight Foundation

RepublicansDemocratsAll Respondents

Internet companies
themselves

46%

47%

45%

People using the companies’
websites and apps

38%
27%

43%

The government

16%

25%11%
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Q In Australia’s 
recent case, the 

government tried to 
force both Google and 
Facebook to strike deals 
to pay news organisa-
tions. Facebook first 
refused to comply and 
the news organisations 
in Australia suffered. 
The government then 
amended the bill to 
satisfy some parts of 
Facebook’s demands. 
In my opinion, only 
some prominent news 
outlets have benefitted 
from this development, 
because Facebook had 
plans to sign deals with 
only a few of the major 
news providers. In real-
ity, it is the smaller and 
local media that are in 
true need of support 
from tech companies. 
Yet, they were never 
really the prioritised 
target for these social 
media organisations 
that use algorithms to 
manipulate the infor-
mation distributed on 
social media. How can 
small news organisa-
tions potentially benefit 
from it? 

A Mr. Ethan: Face-
book would be 

pleased if they never 
had to deal with news 
on their platforms. It 
represents less than 
10% of their traffic, but 
represents about 90% of 
their headaches. 

The truth is that it’s 
impossible to run that 
business responsibly 
without dealing with 

news -- these spaces are 
becoming a digital pub-
lic space. I don’t think 
that the laws Murdoch’s 
newspapers have nego-
tiated in Australia, will 
save the newspapers. 
All they are getting is 
a handout from those 
large firms. I see it as 
a sign of desperation, 
rather than as a busi-
ness strategy. It just 
leads towards greater 
consolidation and only 
lessens the bleeding for 
the time being.

There’s a much more 
fundamental problem: 
the way we paid for 
high-quality news in the 
20th century, centred on 
advertising, is not work-
ing in the 21st century. 
We have to use a com-
bination of subscription 
and possibly taxpayer 
funding to eventually 
achieve a high-quality in-

formation environment.

A  Govindraj:It’s a cru-
cial question and 

has to be addressed in 
two ways. We are all 
small independent me-
dia organisations, and 
these are enterprises 
or businesses in them-
selves. In a free market 
situation, the market, 
whether it constitutes 
subscribers, advertisers 
or necessitates the de-
velopment of an innova-
tive model of raising rev-
enue, should pay for it. 

The other angle to 
this can be explained 
through an example. 
A couple of years ago, 
upon searching an arti-
cle that I had written on 
dams, for IndiaSpend, 
Google threw up articles 
that were essentially at-
tacking my original work 
with a bunch of misinfor-

mation. The culprit here 
is the algorithm. Google 
should have shown 
the appropriate results 
when ‘IndiaSpend’ was 
keyed in, along with the 
other keywords thus 
pointing to my article. 
But the parent website 
of the above mentioned 
articles would naturally 
get far more traffic as 
it incites people to rile 
public opinion.

If tech platforms, and 
particularly the search 
giants can sort that out, 
it would be a great start. 
The rest is a little trickier 
because somewhere, 
one has to operate with-
in the realm of a free 
market. Therefore, we 
should work hard to en-
sure how one reaches 
the audiences and cre-
ates material relevant to 
them in short to medium 
term. 

Expert Q&A  | William Yang to Ethan Zuckerman and Govindraj Ethiraj

SOURCE: BBC
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The last decade has seen 
a tremendous change in 
the media with the arriv-

al of social media.  Indians are 
hooked on the digital platforms 
– 530 million on WhatsApp, 448 
million on YouTube, 410 mil-
lion on Facebook and about 18 
million on Twitter. As a matter 
of interest, a woman of Indian 
origin working for Twitter is re-
ported to have banned former 
President Trump from the site. 

Press conferences are now 
passé. Mr Modi uses social me-
dia to interact with his constit-
uency – the name of the chief 
guest for the Republic Day pa-
rade is announced on social 
media and becomes front-page 
news the next day.  

However, traditional media 
in India continues to enjoy con-
siderable credibility. Misuse of 
social media is not as rampant 
in India as Indians prefer read-
ing newspapers and believe in 
the written word. The world’s 
largest circulated English lan-
guage newspaper is published 
from India – The Times of India. 
There are still relatively fewer 
online news outlets like Print 

and Wire.
The government recently 

came up with a set of rules and 
regulations to control digital me-
dia and OTT platforms. The new 
law proposes to make it contin-
gent upon the social media plat-
forms to disclose the source of a 
story within 72 hours.  

The Indian Newspaper Soci-
ety, which represents over 100 
newspapers, has asked Goo-
gle to share 85 per cent of the 
revenue Google and Facebook 
make by putting online news 
published by Indian newspa-
pers in India. Google has al-
ready agreed to do so with sev-
eral countries in the European 
Union as well as Australia. If 
successful, this will improve the 
financial health of the print me-
dia as, after the arrival of social 
media, their advertising reve-
nue has markedly dropped. 

In a country where every 
fourth person cannot read or 
write, social media has been 
able to achieve a deep reach 
amongst India’s millions. Every-
one can use WhatsApp and oth-
er similar platforms irrespective 
of their education levels.

There have also been in-
stances around the world 
where WhatsApp groups have 
been created to spread misin-
formation or to create agita-
tions. The case of Arab Spring 
demonstrates how social me-
dia has been used to mobilise 
people. Even in Sri Lanka, there 
was an anti-Muslim riot by the 
Sinhala majority, triggered by 
fake news. Fortunately, that 
sort of activity doesn’t happen 
in India. 

Believing the written word
‘Though social media reach is tremendous in India, its platforms have not been 
used to spread misinformation or create agitations’ 

S. Venkat Narayan is a se-
nior journalist and President 
of the Foreign Correspon-
dents’ Club, New Delhi. An 
active journalist since 1968, 
he was Executive Editor and 
Senior Editor of India Today 
from 1979 to 1984. One of the key challenges of combat-

ing disinformation is that fake news 
often tends to alter narratives before 

the process of fact-checking can sift the wheat 
from the chaff. False claims and propaganda 
have their own timelines, making it difficult to 
prove them wrong.  In most cases, fact-check-
ers are often trying to keep pace with disinfor-
mation that has been deliberately peddled in 
the public domain. By the time they negate it, a 
new wave of fake news is published. 

One of the primary objectives of the Syn-
ergia Foundation for the last eight years has 
been to counter the narrative of fake news 
and disinformation. To be successful in this 
enterprise, it is important for news organi-
sations to stay ahead of the curve. It would 
be important to provide non-partisan and 
objective assessments of issues.

The Foundation, through its publication 
INSIGHTS, helps to educate key decision 
makers in government, industry, and civil 
society to better understand the veracity of 
news before it can impair governance.

Ultimately, the power of those who ped-
dle disinformation is significant, as many 
are state-backed. To confront them, there 
needs to be a strong confluence of entities 
with expertise in a cross-section of fields, 
backed by the technological ability to keep 
governments, societies, and individuals in-
sulated from malicious propaganda. Collab-
orating with big tech companies that value a 
trustworthy narrative, would be an excellent 
methodology to jointly combat fake news. 

‘Fake news can be effectively  
countered by conveying trustworthy 
news, and persisting with it’

FIGHTING THE 
GOOD FIGHT

FOUNDER & PRESIDENT, SYNERGIA FOUNDATION

TOBBY SIMON
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The duel and the deal
With an infinitesimal lifting of the roadblock on nuclear diplomacy between the 
U.S. and Iran, it is hoped that all stakeholders bring fresh ideas to the table 

Source: Axios

President Joe Biden’s 
decision to order 
a military strike on 

Iran-aligned groups in Syr-
ia, following attacks against 
U.S. coalition personnel in 
Erbil, was a tit-for-tat mea-
sure. But it has boomer-
anged on the Joint Com-
prehensive Plan of Action 
(JCPOA) talks, setting it off-
course. The strike, target-
ing Ketaib Hezbollah and 
Ketaib Sayyid al-Shuhada, 
can be seen as a measured 
response to show that 
America is well placed to 
respond in kind, while also 

ensuring that countries like 
Iraq do not get involved in 
the instability.

A THAW IN SIGHT

After the January 2020 
assassination of Qasem 
Soleimani by a U.S. drone, 
and the perfunctory re-
taliatory rocket strikes by 
Iran, which killed no one, it 
has been surprisingly calm 
between the two bitter 
adversaries. As the Pres-
idency of Donald Trump 
was drawing to a close, 
Iran bided its time, waiting 
for his exit and keeping its 
powder dry.

However, things have 
not been easy on Iran. 
With the double wham-
my of sanctions and the 
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HOW DOES IT WORK?

Most of the work happens at lower enrichment levels!
HOW DIFFICULT IS IT?

LEU is less than 20% U-235, HEU is 20% or more U-235.

December 2019 For more information, visit: www.nti.org

Enriching natural uranium to

5% U-235 requires

70% effort

or...

860 coins

or...

105 coins

or...

27 coins

20% U-235 requires

20% more effort

90% U-235 requires only

10% more effort

Enriching to Enriching to

Enrichment removes U-238 atoms so that the proportion of U-235 atoms increases. Think 
of it as getting only blue gumballs while the number of red gumballs remains constant.

993 blue
7 red

133 blue
7 red

28 blue
7 red

1 blue
7 red

A LITTLE ENRICHMENT GOES A LONG WAY
For uranium to be useable as fuel for most nuclear reactors or in nuclear bombs,

it must be enriched to contain a higher proportion of U-235

0.7%
Natural

uranium U-235

0.7%
Low-enriched

uranium U-235 (LEU)

20%
High-enriched

uranium U-235 (HEU)

90%
Weapons-grade

uranium U-235
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economic havoc wreaked 
by the pandemic, Iran’s 
economy is on the verge 
of a collapse, and it can’t 
afford to wait any longer. 
It needs a release from the 
crippling sanctions sooner 
than later. The attacks in 
Erbil were perhaps a sig-
nal to the U.S. to move for-
ward with the talks on the 
nuclear issue, and soften 
the sanctions. 

Due to its own domes-
tic political compulsions, 
not to be seen as grovelling 
to the West, Iran was de-
terred from showing pub-
lic enthusiasm for the re-
sumption of nuclear talks. 
However, a roadblock 
for talks with the U.S. has 
been marginally cleared 
after the UN nuclear in-
spectorate obtained Iran’s 
acquiesce to hold focused 
talks over the country’s 

declarations about its nu-
clear sites. 

Rafael Grossi, Direc-
tor-General of the UN’s 
International Atomic En-
ergy Agency, said Iran had 
previously failed to pro-
vide credible answers to 
the IAEA’s questions. Yet 
now, Iran has agreed to 
take part in direct technical 
meetings from the start of 

April. 
What these recent par-

ries on the deal highlight 
is that, the JCPOA was 
never a long-term fix for 
the Iran nuclear challenge 
— the 2016 deal was to 
restrict Iran’s path to nu-
clear weapons for 10 to 15 
years. The agreement did 
not curtail the Iranian mis-
sile programme or focus 
on its alleged support of 
terrorism. 

With Mr. Biden extend-
ing the national emer-
gency declared on Iran 
in 1995 for another year, 
and maintaining sanctions 
against Iran, the latter has 
refused to come to the ta-
ble. The record of the past 
three years has made it 
clear that sanctions do not 
solve any issues and only 
aggravates ties by raising 
tensions across the board. 

Further, there has been no 
progress on reducing Iran’s 
enrichment policy on ura-
nium, which now stands at 
20 per cent from the 4 to 5 
per cent the nuclear agree-
ment had limited Iran to. 

FUTURE OF JCPOA

Mr. Trump had made uni-
lateral moves on leaving 
the JCPOA, but with Mr. 
Biden in office, he has been 
quick to make the push 
against Iran multilateral — 
the UK, France, and Ger-
many (the so-called E3), as 
well as the European Union 
(the deal’s coordinator), are 
all well-positioned to spear-
head the JCPOA’s revival to-
wards allowing for broader 
engagement with Iran. 

However, the road to 
the resumption of JCOPA 
is not an easy one.  There 
is now an increasingly vo-
cal and unified coalition of 
the Gulf States and Isra-
el that oppose JCPOA for 
empowering Iran to fur-
ther destabilise the volatile 
region and being against 
the objective of regional 
de-escalation. Israel made 
its opposition clear when 
the chief of staff of the Is-
rael Defence Forces called 
an American return to the 
JCPOA “wrong” and threat-
ened to refresh its military 
options. 

For a new nuclear deal 
with Iran to succeed, it 
would have to accommo-
date the region’s griev-
ances, allowing the GCC 
to have a say in the deal. 
Iran’s record around nucle-
ar negotiations suggests 
that it benefits from pro-
longed talks and a change 
of faces across the table.

The Development Of Iran’s 
Uranium Stockpile

Iran’s stockpile of low-enriched uranium by quarter (in Kg)

Obama becomes
U.S. president

JCPOA agreed

Trump becomes
U.S. president

U.S. leaves JCPOA
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4,000
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Iran agreed to cap its stockpile at 300 kg in 2015 but 
abandoned this when the U.S. left the JCPDA

Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
Source: International Atomic Energy Agency via Bloomberg

Israel made its 
opposition clear 
when the chief of 
staff of the Israel 
Defence Forces 
called an Ameri-
can return to the 
JCPOA “wrong” 
and threatened  
to refresh its  
military options
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The common percep-
tion is that secession-
ist movements are 

the preserves of poor un-
derdeveloped countries of 
Asia and Africa, where au-
thoritarian states are com-
mon and ethnic divisions 
rife.  However, even the 

developed world is not a 
stranger to this phenome-
non of human aspirations, 
and perhaps the most well 
known of all is Spain. Both 
the perceived nationhood 
of Spain, and the distinc-
tions between different 
parts of its territory are 
said to derive from histori-
cal, geographical, linguistic, 
economic, political, ethnic 
and social factors. Thus, 
Spain presents an inter-
esting model of study for 

all those who are suffering 
similar fissures in their na-
tionhood. 

After the ravages of 
a pandemic that raged 
through Spain killing thou-
sands, a political event has 
created an equal disrup-
tion in its body politic.

In the regional elec-
tions, Catalonia, an au-
tonomous community in 
the north-eastern corner 
of Spain (designated as a 
nationality by its Statute 

of Autonomy), witnessed 
a renewed push for inde-
pendence.  The new coali-
tion comprising of the left, 
nationalists and non-na-
tionalists won 80 of the 
135 seats.  The first-time 
majority of pro-indepen-
dence parties, along with 
the entry of the far-right 
pro-unionist party Vox, is 
of concern for the unity of 
Spain. 

A pro-independence 
coalition is possible now 

Independence 
invigorated 
The first-time majority of pro-independence parties in the recent elections, 
have given a fresh boost to Catalonia’s fight for sovereignty
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Source: Uncommon Ground Media
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Socialists’ Party of Catalonia (PSC-PSOE)

Republican Left of Catalonia (ERC)

Together for Catalonia (JxCat)1

Vox (Vox)

In Common We Can-We Can In Common (ECP-PEC)2

Popular Unity Candidacy-A New Cycle to Win (CUP-G)

Citizens-Party of the Citizenry (Cs)

People’s Party (PP)

Catalan European Democratic Party (PDeCAT)1

23.02%

21.29%

20.07%

7.68%

6.87%

6.67%

5.58%
3.85%

2.72%

POPULAR VOTE

Source: Government of Catalonia

between the Esquerra Re-
publicana Party (33 seats), 
Together for Catalonia 
(32 seats) and the Social-
ists Party of Catalonia (33 
seats).  Mr. Salvador Illa of 
the Socialist Party of Cat-
alone has been chosen as 
an unofficial leader, and he 
stated that he would open 
up negotiations with all 
parties, except for the far-
right Vox. Mr. Illa’s chanc-
es of becoming the first 
non-separatist leader of 
Catalonia since 2010, defi-
nitely rests on the support 
he receives from other par-
ties. 

A NATION DIVIDED

The present-day Spain 
was created through a 
movement called ‘Recon-
quista’- an expansion of 
the Christian states which 
ended in 1492.  Catholic 
monarchs, at the point of 
the sword, welded togeth-
er a religious and linguis-
tic unification and political 
centralisation, which last-

ed well into the 20th cen-
tury.  But, like all pacifica-
tion pogroms, this too left 
many an island of resis-
tance resulting in periph-
eral nationalism in Galicia, 
Basque Country and Cata-
lonia, which continues to 
simmer even today. 

Modern Spain created 
Autonomous Communities 
to recognise nationalities 
and regional identities as 
a template for power evo-

lution. However, perceived 
differences continue to 
rankle various regions 
– those home to native 
minority languages and 
histories of fiercely guard-
ed independence (Galicia, 
Cantabria, Basque Coun-
try, Aragon, Catalonia, Va-
lencia etc.), and ones pos-
sessing unique national 
identities (Andalusia). The 
violent terrorist campaign 
waged by the Basque ETA 

in the late 20th century 
and the 2017 unilateral 
declaration of indepen-
dence (UDI) by Catalonia 
had grabbed international 
attention.

CATALAN – A TESTBED

Catalan politics are often 
called a ‘cultural war’. The 
2017 UDI was based on an 
‘illegal’ plebiscite; not sur-
prisingly, Madrid used a 
heavy police hand to sup-
press it, imposed the direct 
central rule, and a fresh, 
more plaint government 
was elected through snap 
elections. Under the draco-
nian Article 1545, pro-inde-
pendence politicians were 
imprisoned. The Madrid 
government was revoking 
the lessons it had learnt 
at its cost while confront-
ing the Basque Country 
uprising in the last part of 
the 20th century. Over 243 
Basque ETA cadres remain 
incarcerated even after the 
armed struggle was finally 
crushed in 2011.
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However, the ETA did 
not fight in vain as today, 
the Basque Country en-
joys the highest level of 
self-governance of any 
sub-national entity in Eu-
rope, even managing its 
own economy. It does not 
share its tax revenue with 
Madrid.

Catalonia is rich com-
pared to other parts of 
Spain. It has 16 per cent 
of the Spanish population 
but contributes to 19 per 
cent of its GDP, and more 
than a quarter of Spain’s 
foreign exports. A 2012 re-
search paper by economist 
Núria Bosch of the Institut 
d’Economia di Barcelona, 
found that Catalonia con-
tributes 119 per cent of 
national fiscal resources 
compared to the national 
average, but receives only 
102 per cent of the nation-

al average after central 
government redistribution. 

The Socialist-led gov-
ernment at the Centre, led 
by Prime Minister Pedro, 
remains well-entrenched, 
having successfully passed 
the recent first full-year 
fiscal programme since 
2016. This is being taken as 
a sure sign of greater po-
litical stability, after years 
of political division due to 
recurring budget gridlocks. 
This is critical for a country 
with a debt-to-GDP ratio of 
about 120 per cent of GDP 
in 2021. 

CATALONIA AND THE EU  

EU too is beset with sepa-
ratists’ movements, some 
simmering under the sur-
face while others more in 
the public eye like Scot-
land and Catalonia. Both 

were historically indepen-
dent nations, the differ-
ence being that Scotland 
was recognised as a coun-
try within a voluntary UK 
Union, despite recent calls 
to separate. There exists 
the acknowledgement by 
the centralised UK that, 
Scotland has the right to 

choose whether to remain 
in the Union or not, via the 
independence referendum 
votes. The Spanish govern-
ment, on the other hand, 
has not conceded to Cata-
lonia a similar choice.

EU is ill-equipped, both 
legally and politically, to 
interfere in separatist ten-
dencies disrupting the fab-
ric of peace in its constitu-
ent states. It cannot dictate 
how member states need 
to organise themselves 
or interfere with key state 
functions such as “territo-
rial integrity”. Any signs of 
support to Catalonia could 
inflame other separatist 
forces across the conti-
nent, such as the Flemish 
in Belgium, the Corsicans 
in France or the Lombards 
in Italy. The last agreement 
the EU brokered was be-
tween Serbia and Kosovo 
in 2013 to normalise re-
lations. The Balkans wel-
comed EU assistance, yet 
Spain regards the dispute 
as a domestic matter. 

RESONANCE IN INDIA

India was carefully watch-
ing the 2017 Catalonia cri-
sis, where an attempt at 
secession was put down by 
central authorities, with no 
interference by the EU or 
the international commu-
nity.  Obviously, the world 
at large preferred to keep 
inviolate the integrity of 
the Spanish Nation over 
the desire for self-deter-
mination of its constituent 
region. With many ongo-
ing separatist movements 
within its own boundaries, 
Spain is an interesting case 
study for Indian political 
observers. 

Catalonia’s vital contribution to the Spanish economy
Share of GDP in Spain, by region/autonomous city

Madrid Community

Andalusia

Valencian Community

Basque Country

Galicia

Castile & Leon

Canary Islands

Castilla-La Mancha

Aragon

Murcia

Balearic Islands

Asturias

Navarre

Extremadura

Cantabria

La Rioja

Ceuta

Melilla

Catalonia 

18.8%

18.9%

13.4%

9.4%

6.1%

5.2%

5.0%
3.9%3.5%

3.1%

2.6%

2.5%

2.0%

1.7%

1.6%

1.1%
0.7%

0.2%
0.1%

Figures do not sum to 100 due to the effects of rounding.
Source: INE via Expansion

The new coalition 
comprising of the 
left, nationalists 
and non-national-
ists won 80 of the 
135 seats.  The first-
time majority of 
pro-independence 
parties, along with 
the entry of the  
far-right pro-union-
ist party Vox, is of 
concern for the 
unity of Spain
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In a landmark judgment 
delivered by the UK Su-
preme Court, a group 

of Uber drivers have been 
finally recognised as ‘work-
ers’ under the Employ-
ment Rights Act of 1996. 
By entitling them to ben-
efits like the national min-
imum wage, holiday pay, 
and company pension, the 
apex court has ended a 
five-year-long tussle over 
their legal status. 

Although the current 
verdict only applies to the 
25 drivers who have filed 
the lawsuit, it portends 
far-reaching implications 
for the gig economy model 
in the UK and around the 

world. After all, conferring 
full employment rights on 
this category of workers 
flies in the face of self-em-
ployment frameworks and 
app-based contracts that 
the gig economy thrives 
upon.

PROTRACTED BATTLE

In 2016, James Farrar and 
Yaseen Aslam, who were 
both drivers with Uber 
Technologies, had taken 
the company to court on 
behalf of 23 other driv-
ers, by contesting their 
self-employed status. Their 
plea was that they were to 
be treated as employees 
for the purposes of the 
Employment Rights Act 
1996, the National Mini-
mum Wage Act 1998, and 
the Working Time Regula-
tions 1998. 

Disputing this, Uber 
had argued that it is only 
an ‘intermediary booking 
agent, connecting drivers 
to potential customers. It 
earned its revenues not 
by transporting passen-
gers but by charging fees 
from the drivers, who were 
classified as independent, 
third-party contractors. 

To bolster this claim fur-
ther, the company referred 
to its ‘Services Agreement’, 
which had offered to pro-
vide only technical support 

to the concerned drivers. 
As regards the actual act 
of transportation, the rel-
evant contract had always 
been restricted to the driv-
ers and their passengers.

Rejecting these argu-
ments, however, the Em-
ployment Tribunal found 
that the drivers were op-
erating as Uber workers 
whenever they switched 
on the relevant app and ac-
cepted assignments. This 
decision was upheld by the 
Employment Appeal Tribu-
nal as well as the Court of 
Appeal. Interestingly, the 
latter body specifically al-
luded to “the high degree 
of fiction” in the wording 
of Uber’s contractual doc-
uments. Meanwhile, the 
tech behemoth continued 
to appeal this ruling until it 
reached the highest court 
of the land.

Shifting gears in the gig economy
The historic ruling by the British Supreme Court, which affirms the employment rights 
of Uber drivers, can have a ripple effect in the international domain
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As a result of the 
Supreme Court 
judgement, Uber 
may have to pay 
out over £100m in 
compensation to 
10,000 drivers  
(The Guardian)
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JUDICIAL REASONING

In a unanimous verdict by 
six justices of the UK Su-
preme court, it has now 
been held that Uber driv-
ers are entitled to basic 
workers’ rights. They are 
considered to be ‘on the 
job’ when they are logged 

in to the Uber app on their 
territory, and are ready 
and willing to accept pas-
senger rides. As observed 
by the court, legislations 
like the National Minimum 
Wage Act are manifestly 
enacted to protect those 
who need it, and not just 
those who are designated 

by their employer as such. 
The court has wholly 

rejected the contractual 
arguments pertaining to 
the self-employed status 
of Uber drivers. It has tak-
en note of the fact that cab 
services are, in fact, tightly 
defined and controlled by 
the company. For instance, 

Uber not only sets fares 
and contract terms for its 
drivers but also penalises 
those who reject or cancel 
their rides. It further relies 
on a passenger ratings 
system to control drivers, 
who have to work for lon-
ger hours and meet Uber’s 
performance parameters 
in order to boost their 
earnings. 

There is little oppor-
tunity for drivers to apply 
their own entrepreneurial 
skills, something that is 
generally commensurate 
with self-employed ven-
tures. Finally, Uber restricts 
communications between 
drivers and passengers, 
effectively hindering the 
formation of independent 
commercial relationships 
outside the individual 
rides. 

Irrespective of the stip-
ulated contractual terms, 
therefore, the Supreme 
Court has chosen to infer 
the nature of the relation-
ship between Uber and its 
drivers on the basis of their 
actual conduct.

DOMESTIC 
IMPLICATIONS

This groundbreaking judg-
ment will have profound 
implications for all those 
who work in the gig econ-
omy. There are multiple 
companies in the UK alone, 

London is one of 
Uber’s largest and 
most lucrative mar-
kets, with 45,000 
drivers and 3.5 mil-
lion people who use 
the app once every 
90 days (Bloomberg)
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which rely on similar con-
tracts to assert the ‘inde-
pendent entrepreneurial’ 
status of their workers. 
In a significant setback to 
them, the court has now 
clarified that the start-
ing point in employment 
disputes will not be the 
contract. Rather, it will be 
based on the factual re-
lationship between two 
working entities.

This precedent un-
doubtedly impacts the 
business models of sever-
al platform companies. It 
opens them up to lawsuits 
regarding the employ-
ment status of gig econo-

my workers. If they lose, 
tech companies will have 
to accommodate the ex-
tra expenses associated 
with labour compliances. 
The worry, however, is that 
such cost burdens may-
be eventually transferred 
onto the end-consumer.   

GLOBAL TRENDS

It is not uncommon for 
national courts to rely on 
foreign jurisprudence if 
the same is based on de-
liberative reasoning. This 
judgment is likely to in-
spire similar class-action 
suits across the world. As 
it is, jurisdictions like the 
EU, Germany, Italy, Spain, 
South Africa and the U.S. 
are contemplating the 
rights of app-based service 
providers.  

In India, such compa-
nies are already under gov-
ernment scrutiny. There is 
a regulatory framework 

that seeks to ensure cus-
tomer safety and formal-
isation of gig workers in 
vehicle aggregators and 
ride-hailing apps. Only re-
cently, Finance Minister 
Nirmala Sitharaman had 
also extended social secu-
rity benefits to workers in 
the gig sector in her annual 
budget speech.  

The Union Government 
is further investigating the 
differential treatment of 
workers by big tech com-
panies in India and abroad. 
Finally, there are pending 
disputes in Indian courts, 
wherein driver-partners 
have accused companies 
like Uber and Ola of ex-
ploiting them and denying 
basic benefits, such as ac-
cident compensation.

At the end of the day, 
the viability of platform 
companies will be predi-
cated on the value they of-
fer to both consumers as 
well as service providers.

Assessment

The financial condition 
of Uber, which might 
owe over $1.3 billion 
in unpaid employ-
ment-related taxes as 
a result of this judge-
ment, will be closely 
watched by investors 
and regulators in the 
days to come.

Companies in the gig 
economy may have to 
reimagine their funda-
mental structures and 
confer more control on 
the workers so that they 
are self-employed in the 
true sense of the term. 

The gig economy is too 
important to be allowed 
to collapse under bu-
reaucratic overload. 
It will be critical for 
governments to ensure 
that regulatory bottle-
necks do not dilute the 
innovation drive among 
emerging tech enter-
prises, as they have 
generated considerable 
employment.

A week on from  
the ruling by the U.K 
Supreme Court,14, 
233 drivers are es-
timated to be filing 
claims for compensa-
tion from Uber  
(New Statesman)
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The power that platforms
like Facebook have over
the dissemination of in-
formation and moulding
of public opinion is well

documented. This is precisely why
there is a rising demand that there be
a strong filter and censoring mecha-
nisms to curb fake information, hate
speeches, and abusive content over
social media platforms.

Recently, a Cambodian Buddhist
monk and human rights crusader
Luon Sovath had to flee his country
after a smear campaign on Facebook
that led to him being defrocked by
a government-controlled religious
council. A New York Times investiga-
tion revealed that government em-
ployees in the country were involved
in the creation of fake accounts and
posting doctored videos on Face-
book to malign the monk, who had
spent decades fighting for human
rights and oppose Prime Minister
Hun Sen.

The fact that the
monk’s reputation was
destroyed in a matter of
days is testimony to the
power of the medium
and how administra-
tions with technological
and financial resources
can abuse it.

ALLEGATIONS
OF A ‘DEAL’
WITH TRUMP

Given that power, it is alarming when
there are allegations that Facebook
actively colludes with a ruling dispen-
sation allowing hate speeches to be
widely distributed through
its platform. In the 2016
U.S. presidential elections,
there were questions raised
over the spread of ‘fake
news’ on Facebook, and
then the Cambridge Ana-
lytica controversy brought
more focus on the com-
panies’ policies. While the
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Would India's 'One Sun One World One Grid' project be fructuous when China's BRI is already well ahead?
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IT'S DAVID VS GOLIATH ON THE
WORLD'S SOLAR POWER STAGE
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India’s 'One Sun One World 
One Grid' (OSOWOG) initiative 
has started calling out for bids 
to kickstart the programme. 

The vision behind it is that ‘The 
Sun Never Sets’, as the grid plans 
to be lit up by the sun at some 
geographical location, globally, at 
any given point of time. It aims to 
first connect India with Southeast 
Asia, and then the Middle East and 
Africa to the west. The Ministry 
of New and Renewable Energy 
(MNRE) has invited proposals for 
making a long-term OSOWOG 
roadmap and figuring out two or 
three cross-border projects that 
can be initiated soon, “preferably 
one with each of the Middle East, 
South East and Africa regions, 
considering India as the grid 
fulcrum for these identified pilots”. 

While this is quite a feat, there is 
another that rivals it — China’s 
Global Energy Interconnection 
(GEI) that is part of the Belt 
and Road Initiative (BRI). GEI is, 
however, more than a few steps 
ahead of India’s plan. China has 
already signed 31 agreements with 
countries for GEI and set up seven 
offices worldwide. 

INDIA’S SOLAR POWER 

There are multiple facets at play 
here: whether countries would 
agree to this initiative based 
on their own regional energy 
demands? Would countries be 
able to fund it along with India? 
And what will be the supply chains 
involved? 

International Solar Alliance (ISA)
is an India-based organisation that 
is pushing this project. It is the first 
treaty-led multilateral organisation 
to be headquartered in India and 
plans to mobilise US$ 1 trillion in 
investments by 2030. India also has 
one of the largest interconnected 
grids with five regional grids. It has 
moved up the solar power capacity 
leaderboard from 10th worldwide 
in 2014 to 5th position, according 
to the International Renewable 
Energy Agency (IRENA). 

The renewable energy sector in 

India could be a prime source 
for investors, with the potential 
to attract US$ 10 billion annual 
investments as per the Bank of 
America’s global head of energy 
and renewable business. A recent 
analysis by IRENA found that 
the costs for setting up solar PV 
projects have dropped by about 
80% in India between 2010 and 
2018. Yet, India is not in a place, on 
its own, to fund massive projects 
such as the OSOWOG in other 
countries. 

“It is a long political process. It 
involves countries ceding a bit of 
their sovereignty to a supranational 
authority that will oversee the grid,” 
says Aditya Valiathan Pillai, a senior 
researcher at the Centre for Policy 
Research (CPR) to The Ken. 

The ISA is also pushing for the 
formation of a US$10 billion World 
Solar Bank (WSB), in collaboration 
with the World Bank. India may 
become the lead member with a 
30% stake in WSB, amounting to 
a US$ 3 billion commitment. This 
comes in the backdrop of Beijing 
creating the Asian Infrastructure 
Investment Bank (AIIB) and the 
New Development Bank (NDB), 

to funding, and cheaper supply 
chains. 

China has the added advantage 
of its powerful renminbi (RMB) 
which is increasingly being used 
across the region.  Malaysia's RMB 
use grew by 214% over the last 
three years, Russia's by 56%, and 
Thailand’s by 50%.

Geopolitical tensions will also 
come into play, and potential 
candidates will be forced to make a 
choice between the two rivals, India 
and China.

The success of the OSOWOG 
project will largely depend on the 
relationship between India and 
the countries in question. A World 
Bank-sponsored report on power 
sector integration summed up 
the reality in 2010. “If there is one 
overriding requirement for regional 
integration to be successful, it is 
that countries need to have the 
political will to cooperate with their 
neighbours.”

India has been one of the few 
countries that have been successful 
with international electricity pool-
sharing ventures where it shares 

excess power bilaterally with 
Bhutan and Nepal. In August 
2018, India also signed an MoU 
for grid interconnections between 
the members of BIMSTEC (India, 
Bangladesh, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, 
Thailand Bhutan and Nepal). 

However, some other grid 
interconnection plans have been 
unsuccessful, such as that of 
the Greater Mekong Subregion 
(GMS) interconnection, running 
through Thailand, Laos, Vietnam, 
and China. It is plagued by poor 
infrastructure and low volumes 
of electricity despite having been 
around since the late 1990s. The 
idea of a South Asian energy grid, 
proposed by SAARC in 2004, also 
remains just that.

CONCLUSION

•   There is the question of 
whether there is even a need 
for such a centralised grid. With 
the advent of efficient batteries 
like the lithium-ion and others, 
there is the capacity to store 
energy cheaply and efficiently. 
Eventually, with strong 
decentralised solar projects in 
each country, there may be no 
need for large power plants

• It is clear that for India to 
step up its goal of being the 
solar power generator of the 
world, it needs to increase 
its domestic manufacturing 
for solar modules, as well as 
ancillary products like lithium-
ion batteries. There must be a 
strong strategy on long-term 
development in line with 
the ISA’s goals that address 
price competitiveness and 
profitability. India is largely an 
energy deficient nation, and 
there is the added incentive 
to generate jobs in the energy 
sector

• The policy approach should 
be to ensure domestic 
manufacturers get the upper 
hand in producing goods, 
with more waivers and easier 
loans.  The focus has to be on 
creating an end-to-end solar 
PV manufacturing capacity to 
include solar PV modules, cells, 
wafers/ingots and polysilicon

seen as a potential rivals to the 
World Bank and IMF.  

The catch lies in the fact that 
India imports most of its solar 
panel material from China due 
to the cheaper cost. Solar cells 
and modules worth US$ 1,179.89 
million were imported from China 
in the first nine months of FY 2019-
20, according to R.K. Singh, the 
Minister for Renewable Energy. 
Additionally, this expansion 
was created mostly by private 
companies, some of whom are 
private equity-funded, rather than 
by the government.

India has tried to foster a domestic 
solar industry by imposing a two-
year levy on imports, yet domestic 
manufacturing has not taken off on 
that great a scale. 

VYING FOR THE PIE

India opting for the OSOWOG 
initiative is in a major play to 
strengthen its importance in the 
region, especially against China’s 
GEI. The GEI has the added benefit 
of other components such as road 
and maritime trade to back its 
case up, along with greater access 
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FACEBOOK IN A FACE-OFF
The social media platform faces allegations of not enforcing hate speech and fake news 
rules and siding with administrations for business interests  

ASSESSMENT

Mark Zuckerberg’s creation is the 
one in the eye of the storm, but 
the core issue is the power that 
a private entity has. The founda-
tion of this problem expands to 
all such platforms, and there is a 
need for a systemic response. 

Campaigns demanding 
greater accountability by these or-
ganisations can only have limited 
success and, ironically, even their 
ability to create a mark on social 
media will depend on algorithms 
of a Facebook!

Given the global nature of 
these organisations, it is impera-
tive that they have uniform poli-
cies worldwide and ensure that 
the same ethical standards are 
followed irrespective of the coun-
try of operation. Ultimately, hate 
speech, smear campaigns and 
fake news are a global threat.

consequent public scrutiny resulted
in promises to curb fake information
and hate speeches, allegations that
Facebook has been soft on President
Trump continue to this day.

In fact, a civil rights audit con-
ducted by two U.S.-based lawyers
concluded that “while the audit
process has been meaningful, and
has led to some significant improve-
ments in the platform, we have also
watched the company make painful
decisions over the last nine months
with real-world consequences that
are serious setbacks for civil rights”.

And there are now serious alle-
gations of Facebook having a “deal”
with President Trump and that it has

crafted its rules and algorithms to
his favour. Despite a strong denial of
any such “deal’ by its founder Mark
Zuckerberg, the platform continues
to face criticism.

HATE SPEECH IN INDIA
In India, Facebook has been at the
centre of a controversy after The
Wall Street Journal published an
investigation claiming that the com-
pany’s public policy head for India
and South Asia, Ankhi Das, violated
hate speech rules and refused to act
against posts put up by T. Raja Singh,
a legislator of the ruling Bharatiya

Janata Party in the
southern state of
Telangana.

The report al-
leges that no action
was taken despite
those within the or-
ganisation, pointing
out that his com-
ments on Rohingya
refugees were a clear

violation of the company’s policies
and could lead to real-world violence.

Subsequent to the report, which
led to a furore by Opposition par-
ties and activists, Facebook finally
banned Mr. Raja Singh. However, the

issue runs far deeper
as there are allega-
tions that the company
has been soft on other
leaders of the party and
even aided the party’s
2019 election cam-
paign. It is no secret
that Facebook, and the
company-owned mes-
saging service, What-
sApp, are a backbone

for the ruling party’s social media
campaign. While all political parties
use these platforms, the BJP has
mastered the art of disseminating
messages in social media as early as
the 2014 election campaign. It is only

getting better with time!
Facebook has consis-

tently faced allegations of
siding with the ruling party
and even bolstering its 2019
political campaign. Several
leading publications have
carried reports, specifically
over the proximity of Ankhi
Das with the ruling party, and
it was even raised by parlia-
mentarians.

Can we expect neutrality from platforms like Facebook? 
No, I doubt you can expect neutrality of the platform. I fear 
that nothing short of a league of nations led by the right 
leadership can bring about change in Facebook. At the root 
of the problem is its business model that uses human beings 
as raw material. 

How can the issue be addressed? 
The fight against misinformation is a multi-pronged battle 
with at least five prongs that should engage simultaneously. 
These five prongs include the media, policy (government), the 
tech platforms themselves, academicians (or universities) and 
finally, civil society. In other words, we need everyone. It’s only 
when we engage with all these stakeholders that we 
will succeed.

(H.R.Venkatesh is Director, Training and Research 
at BOOM Factcheck which is a signatory to the 
International fact checking network. He shared 
his thoughts with Synergia)

All stakeholders 
must come together to 
fight misinformation 

‘NEED TO DO MORE’

While the recent episode led to 
an admission by Facebook that it 
“needs to do more” to curb hate 
speeches in India, there has been no 
systemic changes or actions taken 
internally. Opposition leaders and 
activists have explicitly demanded 
the removal of Ms. Das from her po-
sition, but that seems unlikely. 

The company also has huge 
business interests in India, and it has 
lobbied to be on the right side of the 
administration. There are nearly 300 
million users of Facebook and more 
than 400 million on WhatsApp. Fur-
ther, it has also made a humungous 
Rs. 43,000 crore investment in Reli-
ance-owned telecom, Jio platform.

All this only raises more con-
cerns over the impartiality of the 
platform to political forces, be it in 
India or the U.S. But there is little 
control that civil society can have 
over such a massive corporate en-
tity. The issue is also not limited to 
Facebook. 

FACEBOOK,
AND THE
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continued to live in obscurity 
in Kigali, faced a number of 
assassination attempts. In 
1996, he escaped to Uganda 
and from there to Belgium 
where he was granted politi-
cal asylum.  

Often called a “Rwan-
dan Oskar Schindler” of 
‘Schindler’s List’ fame, Paul 
Rusesabagina established a 
non-profit group called the 
‘Hotel Rwanda Rusesabagina 
Foundation’. According to its 
tax returns, the foundation 
collected over $200,000 be-
tween 2005 and 2007.

In 2005, Mr. Rusesabagina 
was awarded the U.S. Presi-
dential Medal of Freedom, its 
highest civilian award, and in 
2006, he published his mem-
oirs ‘An Ordinary Man’, which 
criticised Rwanda under Mr 
Paul Kagame. In 2007, he also 
reported President Kagame 
to an international tribunal 
of war crimes in Rwanda for 
atrocities committed by the 
RPF.

The Rwandan government 
was quick to respond. The 
local media described Mr. 
Rusesabagina as “a man who 
sold the soul of the Rwandan 
Genocide to amass med-

als.” Mr. Kagame called him 
a “manufactured hero [...] 
made in Europe or America”. 
In 2007, he was accused of fi-
nancing rebel groups in east-
ern Congo. 

During his initial court 
hearings in Kigali, Mr. Rus-
esabagina accepted his role 
in the creation of the Na-
tional Liberation Front (NLF) 
to assist Rwandan refugees 
but said he never supported 
violence. The Rwandan gov-
ernment classified the NLF 
a terrorist organisation and 
blamed it for many killings 
along its porous border with 
DRC.

One of the high-profile 
Tutsi survivors from Hotel 
des Mille Collines was Odette 
Nyiramilimo, a Senator and 
former Minister for Social 
Affairs between 2000 and 
2003. “There is no denying 
that Mr. Rusesabagina risked 
his life to provide refuge for 
my family and me and many 
others,” she told The East 
African.  However, now she 
accuses him of having “sold 
his soul” to the French, “who 
promised him financial gain 
if he became a critic of the 
Rwandan government”.

KAGAME’S LAND

A Tutsi-ruled Rwanda has 
prospered under the iron 
hand of Mr. Kagame, and is 
often called an “Israel in Afri-
ca.” It has one of the fastest-
growing economies in Africa 
and is reputedly one of the 
best places to do business 
in the world (in the  World 
Bank’s 2019 ‘Doing Business’ 
report, it ranked 29th out of 
190 countries).

However, all is not hunky-
dory with this small East-
Central African nation. This 
ethnically torn nation, de-
spite its outward calm and 
progress, remains one of the 
most complex societies in 
Africa and its contemporary 
politics and society continue 
to be undermined by forces 
beyond its control.

Mr. Kagame won power-
ful friends and benefactors 
— the Clintons, the Gates, 
and Tony Blair —and funds 
flowed in.  While he was suc-
cessful in reducing poverty 
and running a comparatively 
“clean” government, he is 
accused of authoritarian-
ism and excesses. His army 
regularly raids border areas 
of the DRC in hot pursuit of 
Hutu rebels and is accused 
of killings, rapes, and looting.  

Political power is con-
centrated in the hands of a 
small clique owing allegiance 
to Mr. Kagame.  Elections, in 
which Mr. Kagame routinely 
gets 99 per cent votes, are 
largely considered a sham 
and constitutional changes 
have ensured he will rule un-
interrupted till 2034.

There is no tolerance for 
political dissent. Political ri-
vals live in trepidation as the 

Rwandans have learnt the 
Israeli art of pursuing ene-
mies to their last breath. Last 
year, another dissident lead-
er was bundled into Kigali 
in a private jet. Others have 
been jailed, and at times pur-
sued in foreign lands where 
they have died mysterious 
deaths. A former Rwandan 
spy chief and a critic, Patrick 
Karegeya who fled to South 
Africa, was strangled in a ho-
tel room in 2004; a former 
Minister living in exile in Bel-
gium drowned in a canal; an-
other fugitive Minister was 
shot in Kenya, and a former 
army chief was shot in South 
Africa. In 2014, a popular 
gospel singer Mihigo was ar-
rested for treason and died 
in police custody.

No doubt, Mr. Kagame 
has been a saviour of 
Rwanda, making it one 
of the best-run coun-
tries in Africa. Rwan-
dan troops, trained by 
Americans, are greatly 
in demand in peace-
keeping operations by 
ECOWAS as also by the 
UN, for their profes-
sionalism.  However, 
the oppressive poli-
cies, largely ignored by 
the powerful western 
world, still guilt-ridden 
for its nonchalance dur-
ing the 1994 massacres, 
make it almost impossi-
ble for the huge chasm 
between the Tutsis and 
the Hutus from being 
bridged.

Conclusion
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