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Pandemic support over 
debt servicing
With the COVID-19 having driven government fiscals round the bend, the 
need of the hour is for medium-term credible financial consolidation
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As per IMF’s World 
Economic Outlook 
released last month, 
a 4.4 per cent de-

cline in the global economy 
was envisaged. Recovery was 
expected not before 2021, 
but would be nowhere near 
the pre-pandemic baseline, 
and would vary from country 

to country.
The largest variable at 

present is naturally the pan-
demic, since there is no end 
in sight nor its severity clear, 
given the resurgence in Eu-
rope at the moment. Only 
an effective vaccine holds 
out hope, albeit with the im-
posed price of delay.

Besides, the trade ten-
sions between the U.S. and 
China, and other geopoliti-
cal issues, negative shocks 
could send waves through-
out the financial sphere. As 
the decline in activity is pro-
longed, there could be more 
bankruptcies or scarring — a 
longer-lasting negative im-
pact due to the repeated fi-
nancial injuries.  

The World Economic Out-
look is announced around 
the time of the annual IMF 
meeting in mid-October. It 
does not take into account 
the second-quarter data 
that comes right after, since 
the cut-off date is the end of 
September. Therefore, any 
new development since Sep-
tember, including a possible 

resurgence of the pandemic 
in Europe, will have a signifi-
cant impact on the next re-
port update in January.  

POLICY ADVICE

Policy-wise, the IMF’s first 
suggestion would be to sup-
port the health system in 
each country, rather than 
unwind monetary support 
prematurely which should 
be withdrawn gradually and 
only after activity picks up. 
Such a policy would make 
any new growth sustainable 
as well and be more inclu-
sive. Next, a plan for medi-
um-term debt sustainability 
is required to cater for the 
unprecedented impact on 
government fiscals by the ef-
fects of the pandemic.  

Looking at the industry-
wise impact, the service 
sector has weakened, since 
tourism falls under this sec-

tor.  Accommodation and 
food services have been the 
mostt hit, followed by arts 
and entertainment, and then 
education.

Overall, employment fig-
ures across the world have 
taken a hit, which makes it 
mandatory for countries to 
roll out policies to rescue the 
unemployed millions.  On 
the other side, national con-
ditions have remained ac-
commodative, unlike in the 
global financial crisis (GFC) of 
2007 to 2009, since the Fed-
eral Reserve in the U.S. has 
been very supportive of in-
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ternational liquidity.  
The fiscal responses of 

advanced economies and 
emerging economies have 
been very different, which is 
one of the reasons why the 
difference between the pre-
pandemic baselines exists 
among the diverse econo-
mies.  Some advanced econ-
omies have undertaken fiscal 
support measures amount-
ing to almost 20 per cent of 
their GDP.   However, emerg-
ing economies cannot match 
these figures due to limited 
budgetary capacity. The situ-
ation is even more difficult 
for low income developing 
countries.

Private investment has 
dipped because companies 
were hit very hard, and prof-
itability has declined. Global 
liquidity conditions in the 
pre-pandemic era were com-
fortable with companies in-
creasing their borrowings.  
This is no longer feasible, 
adding to the weakness of 

the availability of capital with 
the corporate seIctor. The 
moratorium on loans to the 
developing countries would 
also need to be dealt with in 
the future.

In April the IMF was opti-
mistic about a recovery in the 
latter part of 2020. Yet in July, 
based on the high-frequen-
cy data from April to June, it 

seemed to be much worse. 
These fluctuations and the 
unknown effect of the pan-
demic and timeline for a vac-
cine have led to a lot of revi-
sion of numbers in the IMF. 

INFLATION AND FDI

The underlying principle 
for investments should be 

“spend all you need to spend, 
but keep the receipt”. If there 
is too much emphasis on the 
effectiveness of easy invest-
ments, the delivery can be 
delayed, which could mean 
the difference between life 
and death for a large amount 
of the population. 

As regards the impact 
of asset price inflation that 
comes with printing money 
and spending it, and the com-
petition for FDI on emerging 
economies, Mr. Sumi said 
the spillover effect, and the 
appropriate response would 
be for countries to look at 
their respective economic 
condition when determin-
ing monetary policy. It would 
result in large capital flows 
into emerging economies 
which would cause all sorts 
of problems, including asset 
price inflation. 

A number of new policy 
sets are available to cope 
with such a situation. One is 
the macroprudential policy, 

B A N K R U P T C Y  F I L I N G

(index; total commercial filings)

Source: World Travel and Tourism Council; and IMF staff estimates. 
Note: FDI = foreign direct investment; WEO = World Economic Outlook. 

Source:  American Bankruptcy Institute; United Kingdom Insolvency Service; Germany Federal Statistics Office; CEIC; IMF VE database; and IMF staff calculations.
1/ US data only covers Chapter 11 filings.

SMALLER CONTRACTION IN 2020, PARTIAL RECOVERY IN 2021
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E X P E R T  Q U E S T I O N

Q Dr. Sachchidanand 
Shukla: Were ad-

vanced economies to get 
into long gestation infra-
structure, high-quality proj-
ects, would this not result 
in the emerging market not 
getting the kind of FDI that 
they have traditionally got?

A Mr. Sumi:  There is no 
direct link between 

fiscal expansion and the 
government since the FDI 
is usually conducted by the 
private sector. In this case, 
the fiscal policy is help-
ing the advanced economy 
safeguard their balance 

sheet, which would allow 
them to make future FDI. 
Despite these disruptions, 
the IMF does encourage 
operations to think globally 
and to not entrench them-
selves in the dispute, since 
FDI is very important to the 
growth of the developing 
countries.
Synergia Foundation: This 
is more about microeco-
nomics than macroeco-
nomics. Given that the in-
formal sector has been hit 
considerably harder than 
others, how can we ensure 
that the informal economy 
is made more shockproof? 

Has this pandemic taught 
us some fundamentals?
Mr. Sumi: Different kinds 
of firms and countries have 
been hit differently. Those 
who had weaker condi-
tions in the first place were 
hit harder, especially in the 
Asian context, where there 
is a higher degree of in-
formality in the economy 
and a larger percentage of 
people in the informal sec-
tor. Generally, Asian poli-
cies tend to have a weaker 
safety net and distribution 
system compared to their 
peers of the similar average 
projected GDP. Asia has a 

much lower degree of re-
distribution, meaning that 
the difference between the 
gross GINI and the net GINI 
after the governments are 
spending on the taxes, tend 
to differ very less. So this 
kind of safety net and the in-
formality is what makes the 
situation much, much hard-
er for many of the Asian 
countries. These countries 
are encouraged to take this 
opportunity to establish a 
safety net and develop the 
means to protect the more 
vulnerable sectors. But it’s, 
of course, easier said than 
done.

Sachchidanand Shukla is the Chief Economist at Mahindra & Mahindra Group.

which is a more balanced 
approach to the protection 
measures for recipients of 
large capital inflows to coun-
ter them. There is also a for-
eign exchange market inter-
vention. The IMF, on urgings 
from the ASEAN countries, is 
studying these policy mea-
sures and is considering 
ways to model an integrated 
policy framework, which in 
addition to the traditional 
macro policy of monetary 
and fiscal, hopes to come 
up with sound advice for the 
recipient countries of policy 
pressure reactions.

BATTLE SCARS

The most prominent scar 
on the economy has been 
bankruptcy. The bankruptcy 
filing has increased, and the 
U.S. had adopted the pattern 
taken during the GFC. How-
ever, Germany took a differ-
ent approach and supported 
the liquidity of the compa-
nies, especially on short and 

medium terms. So too has 
the UK. While the economies 
have been damaged, the 
government and financial 
support have kept compa-
nies afloat. But this cannot 
go on forever. Banks could 
have sizable loan losses in 
the future. The aftershock to 
the banking sector globally 
is projected to touch more 
than $400 billion. 

What is important now is 
how to get out of the cur-
rent scenario unscathed, 
with minimum bruises. The 
world then has to live with 
it in the years to come, even 
after a vaccine has been 
found. During the GFC, the 
private sector balance sheet 
was what suffered, and then 
gradually, the public sector 
balance sheet took care of it. 
This time, the public sector is 
taking the hit in the first in-
stance in the hope that the 
private sector balance sheet 
remains intact, and there-
fore the scarring to the econ-
omy is limited. Source: IMF G20 simulations
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The first item on the 
agenda should be to 
decide on the size of 
the physical stimu-

lus. After the GFC, the IMF 
advocated that all countries 
launch a fiscal stimulus that 
amounts to 2 per cent of 
each country’s GNP. This 
stopped the world economy 
from falling into the depths 
of the Great Depression of 
1929 and the New York Stock 
Exchange crash.

In comparison, in 2020, 
almost all countries an-
nounced a large-scale fiscal 
stimulus of around 20 per 

cent of the GNP. 
Advanced economies 

such as Australia, Europe, 
and Japan have historically 
announced the largest scale 
of QE (quantitative eas-
ing), to supply easy liquidi-
ties to the financial sector. 
However, China has neither 
announced any significant 
stimulus nor a QE, since 
they are afraid of a repeti-
tion of the heavy criticism 
they faced after the Lehman 
Shock in the form of nonper-
forming loans. Although the 
Chinese economy is bounc-
ing back well, its growth rate, 

while remaining positive, can 
be viewed as low by Chinese 
citizens, accustomed as they 
are to a growth rate of 6 per 
cent to 10 per cent. 

As per Mr. Sumi, China 
did indeed draw lessons 
from the GFC where they 
had embarked on a massive 
fiscal stimulus. While this 
may have been good for the 
global economy, China had 
to pick the tab in the form of 
large nonperforming assets. 

The state of the health 
sector, especially those in 
low-income countries, has 
been a factor in the overall 

situation. The main reason 
why European countries are 
suffering the most from CO-
VID-19 is that after the GFC, 
European countries imple-
mented very tight fiscal poli-
cies. There were two major 
areas where they cut their 
budgets substantially — the 
number of policemen and the 
number of hospital beds. In 
the United States, the health 
care policy has seen the pri-
vatisation of public hospitals 
since the 1970s. The purpose 
of privatising public hospi-
tals was to economise on the 
expenses incurred by gov-

Sources: EPFR Global; Haver Analytics; IMF, International Financial Statistics; and IMF staff calculations. Note: Capital inflows are net purchases of domestic assets by non-residents.
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Risk-taking for 
economic revival
‘Countries have to be brave enough to take bold decisions on a 
fiscal policy for the future’
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Tobby Simon, 
Founder and President, 
Synergia Foundation, on 
the present situation.

Every time we have 
had a global crisis, we 
find that the rich be-
come richer and the 
poor become poorer. 
Fundamentally, we 
have not been able 
to address this issue, 
whether it was in ’97 or 
2007. In a situation like 
the pandemic, which 
is a great leveller of 
the rich and the poor 
countries, we need to 
address this question. 
We have only spoken 
about Asia and not 
about South America, 
Africa, or the former 
CIS. There are many 
blind spots. We don’t 
know when we will 
have a vaccine, and 
then some studies say 
that the vaccine will 
only work for about 
six months. There are 
issues of cold chain 
as well in its distribu-
tion. All these numbers 
being churned out are 
going to be heavily 
dependent on what 
the vaccine is and how 
well it works. While 
number crunching is 
good, how much can 
we crunch?

Intervention

ernment sourced hospitals 
in unoccupied hospital beds.    
This policy of ‘no empty hos-
pital bed’ has come back to 
haunt most governments! 

CAPITAL INFLOWS 
AND CONTROL 

From 1997 to 1998, South 
Korea first welcomed a huge 
amount of capital inflow, 
which abruptly ended af-
ter a year, and it led to an 
economic collapse. Former 
Prime Minister Mahathir Mo-
hamad of Malaysia proposed 
to put up controls over capi-
tal flows in the 90s, for which 
the IMF heavily criticised him. 
Yet in 2009, after the Lehman 
Shock, the IMF advised the 
same. Specific countries are 
now better at dealing with 

these issues, having been on 
a learning curve after their 
earlier mistakes. 

As regards prescriptive 
suggestions on the fiscal and 
monetary policy measures 
to be followed by different 
governments, every nation 
is differently placed. Overall, 
one has to be brave enough 
to take some risks if one is in 
charge of making a policy for 
the future. The time now is 
to be a risk-taker. 

In the late 1990s, in the 
middle of the financial crisis 
in Japan, the banking sec-
tor and financial sector was 
the safety net for the entire 
domestic economy. Special 
measures have to be sup-
ported by a robust financial 
sector.   Bankers shouldn’t 
be able to exert any politi-

cal power to avoid any moral 
hazard. Were they to engage 
in moral hazards, it would 
deteriorate the domestic 
economy further. There is, 
therefore, a very sensitive 
balance to be maintained 
between these two different 
dimensions. 

Source: Haver Analytics; Oxford Coronavirus Government Response Tracker
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The fundamental 
questions confront-
ing the global econ-
omy remain unan-

swered at this juncture- when 
will the vaccine be available 
and when and how will the 
world economies resurge 
post the violent lockdowns 

being imposed?   
The solutions being of-

fered by the IMF this time 
around differ from the time 
of the Global Financial Crisis 
(GFC) and New Delhi does 
not appear to have similar 
views as the IMF.

Previously, austerity was 
the suggested panacea, and 
in 2020, the prescription be-
ing offered is that advanced 
economies have the licence 
to print and spend money 
without worrying about the 
debt metrics. This tells coun-
tries like India and other 
emerging market economies 
that they have to prepare 
for a world in which open-
ended expansionary policies 
are considered the norm. In 
certain cases, this will fuel 
the search for higher yields; 

in emerging markets, it could 
be commodities. All of this 
could lead to asset price in-
flation which would make it 
tough for countries like India 

to deal with since they lack 
the fiscal bandwidth of devel-
oped economies.  Mr Sumi’s 
comment on this was that 
the spillover effect should 
be managed by the respec-
tive countries keeping an eye 
on their economic condition 
and using that to determine 
the monetary policy. A few 
suggestions that have been 
put out are the macropru-
dential policy, foreign ex-
change market intervention, 
and a more integrated policy 
framework. 

In a country like India, the 
limits of redistribution are be-
ing reached. There is a need 
to focus on the common de-
nominator, which is growth. 
The growth should return on 
a sustainable basis. While the 
world talks about redistribu-

Sachchidanand Shukla 
is the Chief Economist at Mahin-
dra & Mahindra Group. He was 
previously the senior vice-pres-
ident-economist at Axis Capital. 
This article is based on his views 
expressed during the 91st Syner-
gia Virtual Forum.

‘Revival policies should be 
country-specific’
World economies differ vastly, so a ‘one-size-fits-all approach’ will not work 

India was battered 
with a reduction to 
-10.8 per cent in the 
IMF presentation. 
Yet, when one  
looks at the  
high-frequency  
indicators from a 
couple of months 
ago, the economy 
seems to be  
bouncing back, at 
least on the side of 
manufacturing



tion, for India, it should be 
the opposite. It is urgent to 
figure out how to get growth 
back given the fact that India 
is a 1.3 billion-plus popula-
tion, with an economy that 
has grown at 7 per cent over 
the past decade. With its own 
peculiar compulsions, con-
tinuing on an identical path 
as the rest of the world is 
not a viable option. India has 
been trying to redistribute 
for the last 20 years. The con-
versation boils down to two 
key points for India: getting 
growth back and getting the 
denominator back. 

MONETARY AND 
FISCAL ANGLES 

In the GFC, the economy was 
hit by quantitative easing. 
The present IMF model ad-
vocates that one can expand 
its balance sheet not only 
on the monetary but also on 

the fiscal side. The advice is 
to spend and not indulge in 
premature withdrawal which 
ventures into the concepts 
of portfolio flows and as-
set inflation.  With advanced 
economies possibly getting 
into medium or long-term 
projects, emerging markets 
like India would struggle for 
FDI. There is the need to be 
careful in extrapolating the 
monetary as well as the fiscal 
licence to print and spend.  

India was battered with a 
reduction to -10.8 per cent 
in the IMF presentation. Yet, 
when one looks at the high-

frequency indicators from a 
couple of months ago, the 
economy seems to be bounc-
ing back, at least on the 
side of manufacturing. Each 
country is coming in with 
different fiscal or monetary 
backdrops, and therefore 
the responses are to be very 
country-or region-specific. 
One thing to highlight is the 
twin trajectories of growth 
in manufacturing services or 
various other sectors. While 
people are talking about a 
-10 per cent point in the fis-
cal year, economies should 
not lose sight of the fact that 

there are going to be mul-
tiple sectors that could even 
be - 50 per cent or - 60 per 
cent when the year is done. 
GDP growth numbers are 
broader averages for the 
country, yet the need right 
now is to get into specific 
and niche segments, which 
are likely to get badly hurt in 
the near term. 

The potential growth rate 
is going to be affected, so the 
focus should be on looking 
at it as a multi-year recovery.  
At the same time, one should 
not lose out on other innova-
tive sprinters like technologi-
cal change, adaptability etc. 
It would do well to forget the 
-10 per cent and look at the 
outliers, where there could 
be both real winners.
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Sources: Orbis; and IMF staff calculations.

Source: World Travel and Tourism Council; and IMF staff estimates

Q Synergia Founda-
tion: Is there fear 

of a downward spiral, and 
is there clarity on how to 
avoid it?

A Dr. Shukla: We are 
still unsure of one 

key aspect, and that is 
the pandemic. We have 
seen setbacks on the vac-
cine front and timelines 
getting stretched. Certain 
economies are clamp-
ing down and coming 
back with a harsher lock-
down. Having said that, 
there is some recovery 
where economies have 
reopened and certain re-
surgence. The World Eco-
nomic Outlook came up 
with a slightly higher revi-
sion in the second round, 
and given what is happen-
ing in France and Germa-
ny, it could next come up 
with the download num-
ber again. I really sym-
pathise with the IMF.

Q&A

In a country like 
India, the limits of 
redistribution are 
being reached. There 
is a need to focus on 
the common  
denominator, which 
is growth
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With just one ten-
ure in office as 
the U.S. Presi-
dent, Donald 

Trump, with his characteris-

tic ‘Bull in a China Shop’-style 
has brought a paradigm shift 
in thinking, to both interna-
tional relations and domes-
tic politics. Even after he 
demits office, his legacy will 
live on, having an impact on 
contemporary society. What 
is the Trump legacy which 
successive leaders are now 
compelled to contend with? 
How should President-elect 
Joe Biden and other liberal 
world leaders deal with the 
challenges that Mr. Trump 
and his like have thrown up?

DOMESTIC IMPACT

America First The term 
‘America First’ refers to a 
U.S. foreign policy stance 

that emphasises the cen-
trality of U.S. interests, even 
at the expense of interna-
tional isolation. It first gained 
prominence after World War 
I (1914 to 1918), when Presi-
dent Woodrow Wilson used 
it as a motto to resist Ameri-
can entry into European con-
flicts. From 2016, Mr. Trump 
used the slogan to stress 
U.S. withdrawal from inter-
national treaties, organisa-
tions, conventions and other 
obligations. In the guise of 
the slogan, he tightened im-
migration laws, denied visas 
to Muslims, deprived the UN 
and WHO of funding, and 
withdrew from the Interna-
tional Climate Change Agree-
ment, as well as the UNESCO.

Analysis
• The tightening of immigra-
tion laws was also intended 
to protect U.S. jobs. In the 
face of the current unprec-
edented unemployment, it 
will be challenging for the 
new administration to en-
courage foreign citizens to 
work on American soil. 

• Multilateral organisations 
such as the UN, IMF, and the 
World Bank were created 
after World War II. Funded 
largely by the U.S., they grew 
to be preserves of U.S. in-
terests. With the economy 
in recession, the Gross Fed-
eral Debit, estimated at an 
unprecedented $ 27 trillion 
and the current year’s fed-

The legacy of Donald Trump
If a leader is an evolution of the times we live in, no one exemplifies this better than 
President Trump.  Does modern society place such individuals in high office to satiate  
its own aspirations and will Biden change tack?

Maj. Gen. Moni Chandi 
(Retired), a veteran of more than 
four decades, likes to hone the 
skills of a soldier, an engineer, a 
peacekeeper, a counter-terrorist 
commando, a military scholar, 
or a corporate professional, by 
providing holistic and impartial 
perspectives on contemporary 
issues
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eral budget deficit exceed-
ing $ 3.3 trillion, can the new 
dispensation afford to meet 
neglected international fi-
nancial obligations? More 
importantly, is it time for the 
U.S. to cede control of these 
institutions to new powers in 
Asia, South America, and Af-
rica?

Assessments
• Because of the strength of 
the U.S. dollar, America re-
mains an attractive destina-
tion for international work-
ers. However, until there are 
visible signs of economic re-
covery, the new administra-
tion is unlikely to ring in ma-
jor changes to immigration 
policies. 
• The existing power-sharing 
in multilateral institutions 
still appears to mirror the 
erstwhile Cold War balances 
of the 1980s. However, the 
Cold War is over, and inter-
national economic practices 
have changed profoundly. 
Erstwhile communist coun-
tries like China and Russia 
have embraced aggressive 
capitalism, while large de-
mocracies like U.S. and India 

see merit in higher minimum 
wages and robust public 
health. Instead of pursuing 
non-existent ideological di-
vides, it may be more pru-
dent for multilateral institu-
tions to evolve with the times 
— providing more represen-
tation to growing economies, 
laying greater emphasis on 
merit-based selections, and 
demonstrating a commit-
ment to impartiality and ef-
ficiency. Will the Biden team 
be able to make these chang-
es, which also involves a less 
influential role for the U.S.?
Representation for the in-
articulate Mr. Trump’s 
electoral victory in 2016 and 
his strong showing in 2020 
indicates that his support 
base does not find expres-
sion with the vocal U.S. me-
dia. Why is he so appealing 
to his support base? Poll-
sters have underestimated 
the Trump support base in 
two consecutive Presidential 
elections. 

Analysis  
While an evidence-based 
analysis of the 2020 election 
results may throw up more 

answers, to my mind, it was 
only Mr. Trump, who direct-
ly addressed job insecurity. 
Compared with other devel-
oped countries, U.S. labour 
laws are more employer-
friendly. Under Federal law, 
there is no requirement for 
an employment contract. In 
fact, most U.S. employment 
is on ‘at will’ basis, implying 
that either party (employer 
or employee) can terminate 
the working-relationship 
easily. Further, Federal laws 
do not require employers 
to notify employees before 
termination, with some ex-
ceptions. In contrast, both in 
India and the EU, the employ-
ment contract is the basis of 
all employer-employee rela-
tions. At the commencement 
of the pandemic, in March 
and April, an estimated 22 
million Americans lost their 
jobs, a number much higher 
than in the EU and other de-
veloped countries.
Assessment 

Until the pandemic struck 
the U.S. in February 2020, 
its economy was booming. 
Mr. Trump’s success here 
was due to several dispa-

rate and unusual measures. 
First, unqualified support to 
U.S. oil and automobile in-
dustries, which provides ap-
proximately 10 million and 
18 million jobs, respectively.  
Second, staying out of the 
climate deal. The U.S. is the 
world’s most polluting coun-
try, and the pact would have 
forced unwelcome changes 
in both industries. Third, 
imposing trade barriers to 
prevent competitive imports 
from entering the domestic 
market, this would otherwise 
directly affect the revenues 
of locally-manufactured 
products. Fourth, maintain-
ing the price of Brent Crude 
by keeping out of the mar-
ket, Iranian and Venezuelan 
oil products. 

Though not discussed 
in ‘vocal America’, ‘inar-
ticulate Americans’ under-
stood this conundrum and 
believed that Mr. Trump 
would preserve their jobs, 
even if it meant losing the 
leadership position on the 
world stage and bullying a 
few lesser developed coun-
tries. Can the new adminis-
tration provide a viable al-
ternative to Trumpnomics?

Walking the Talk, More 
than any other American pol-
itician, Mr. Trump made bold 
promises and tried to live up 
to them. Some of his prom-
ises were: ‘banning entry 
to Muslims’ (partially deliv-
ered); ‘building the wall with 
Mexico’ (partially delivered); 
‘lowering corporate taxes’ 
(delivered); ‘withdrawal from 
the climate deal’ (delivered); 
‘moving the U.S. embassy 
to Jerusalem’ (delivered); 
‘avoiding new overseas mili-
tary engagements and bring-
ing soldiers home’ (partially 
delivered).

Analysis
While his critics may ac-
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cuse him of ‘over-promis-
ing’ and ‘under-achieving’, 
Mr. Trump’s ability to make 
promises and realise them 
resonates with his voter 
base. In contrast, many poli-
ticians resort to taking am-
bivalent positions and mak-
ing confusing arguments; 
worse still, masquerading 
the same as a form of intel-
lectualism. As a legacy, Mr. 
Trump has set a standard for 
politicians to ‘Walk the Talk’.

Assessment 
In contrast, the President-
elect has made few prom-
ises, other than those which 
directly conflict with the 
Trump agenda: revising the 
minimum wage, expanding 
Obama Care and re-joining 
the climate deal. One rea-
son for this shortcoming is 
that the Democratic Party is 
a divided house of conflicting 
views, and it is very difficult 
to hammer out a common 
agenda. Second, in the after-
math of the pandemic, the 
President-elect’s plate is full 

of health, economic, and so-
cial challenges. He may have 
little time to look beyond the 
immediate horizon.

IMPACT ON 
INTERNATIONAL 
RELATIONS

Emphasising ‘Sugar Daddy’ 
The Cold War was played out 
between countries aligned 
under NATO and those un-
der the Warsaw Pact. In 1991, 
the USSR had disintegrated, 
leading to the collapse of the 
Warsaw Pact and for a short 
while, the world veered uni-
polar — demonstrated dur-
ing the 1st Gulf War of 1990-
91. Since his election in 2016, 
Mr. Trump has accused 
NATO partners of treating 
the U.S. as a ‘Sugar Daddy’. 
There is truth in what he 
maintains that nearly 70 
per cent of NATO’s expendi-
ture is met by the U.S. While 
America contributes 3.4 per 
cent of its GDP towards de-
fence, other NATO countries 
average only 1.55 per cent of 

their GDPs. Under pressure 
from Mr. Trump, the Secre-
tary-General of NATO, Jens 
Stoltenberg, finally accepted 
that other NATO countries 
would increase their con-
tributions to 2 per cent by 
2024.

Analysis
In the current situation, a 
Russian invasion of Europe 
is far-fetched. In 1994, Russia 
joined NATO’s Partnership 
for Peace programme, and 
since then, NATO and Rus-
sia have signed several other 
important agreements on co-
operation. The Russia–NATO 
Council was also established 
in 2002, for handling security 
issues and joint projects.

Assessment. Since the col-
lapse of the former USSR, 
the relevance of NATO is in 
question. While European 
nations may continue to 
benefit from collective se-
curity arrangements, there 
seems little merit in the U.S. 
footing a disproportionate 
share of NATO expenditure. 

Mr. Trump was the first Pres-
ident to candidly call out the 
delinquency of European na-
tions in paying for their se-
curity, and the logic will cer-
tainly appeal to successive 
US Presidents.

The Unwanted Interna-
tional Policeman.  Both the 
US-led invasions, of Afghani-
stan in 2001 and Iraq in 2003, 
were not sanctioned by the 
UN. They not only weighed 
on the exchequer (approxi-
mately $ 6 trillion), but also 
led to approximately 7,000 
deaths of American soldiers, 
and achieved questionable 
results. Mr. Trump’s 2016 
election promise was that he 
would stop the endless wars 
and bring soldiers home. 
During his term, U.S. forces 
have largely withdrawn from 
Iraq and Syria and are in the 
process of withdrawing from 
Afghanistan. In January 2020, 
U.S. forces killed Maj. Gen. 
Qasem Soleimani in a drone 
strike in Baghdad, Iraq. It was 
a grave provocation and met 
the criteria of initiating war 

COVID-19 STATISTICS AS ON OCT. 4, 2020

7,382,194

USA PRC INDIA

90,004 6,614,835
POSITIVE POSITIVE POSITIVE

FATALITIES FATALITIES FATALITIES

1,09,382 4,739 1,02,527
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with Iran. Iran responded 
with missile barrage strikes 
on two U.S. bases in Iraq, to 
which the U.S. did not for-
mally respond.

Analysis 
Mr. Trump’s tenure has not 
seen any notable military 
successes. However, it has 
not seen any major new 
military deployments either. 
Even when confronted with 
a loss of face, Mr. Trump 
chose to avoid escalation, in 
the larger interests of disen-
gagement.

Assessment
The U.S. did not engage 
in new expeditions involv-
ing the fresh deployment 
of troops during his tenure. 
While bombings, special op-
erations, and drone opera-
tions continued, there was a 
drop in military expenditure 
and a reduction in overseas 
manpower deployments. 
Given the current economic 
situation, the new admin-
istration is also likely to re-
strain ‘international police-
man’ activities.

Double-speak in Interna-
tional Relations.  Despite re-
cent push backs, we continue 
to live in a globalised world, 
where countries find them-
selves in a complex conflict 
of interest situations and 
leaders requiring to make 
pragmatic decisions. The U.S. 

is the world’s most admired 
country, and the manner it 
deals with challenges is both 
a beacon and a case study for 
others. Some leaders choose 
the tactics of ‘double-speak’, 
when confronted with diffi-
cult situations. They articu-
late two or more conflicting 
points of view, without really 
embracing any. Listed be-
low are three questions that 
have an obvious ‘politically 
correct’ answer, but also im-
ply accompanying adverse 
consequences for the U.S. 
economy.

(a) Will the U.S. re-enter 
the Paris Climate Change 
Agreement on the earlier 
terms, even though it would 
have an adverse impact on 
domestic oil and automobile 
industries?

(b) Will the U.S. restore 
relations with Iran and Ven-
ezuela, even though the re-
moval of sanctions will flood 
the international crude oil 
markets, further suppress-
ing Brent Oil prices?

(c) Will it lift trade barri-
ers even though it will render 
U.S.-manufactured products 
uncompetitive on pricing?

Analysis 
Many U.S. politicians have 
resorted to ‘double-speak’ 
when confronted with these 

contentious questions. Mr. 
Trump blatantly chose the 
American side, even though 
it was parochial, elitist, and 
perhaps even irresponsible. 
Will Mr. Biden do it differ-
ently? It would be challeng-
ing to find solutions that are 
beneficial to all stakeholders.

Assessment
Essentially, the new admin-
istration has three choices. 
First, it could revert to dou-
ble-speak, as in the past. Sec-
ond, it could silently endorse 
Mr. Trump’s actions, without 
giving him credit, though Mr. 
Trump has already done the 
dirty work and the heavy 
lifting. Third, it could find a 
new way by embracing tech-
nology and transparency, 
with its associated risks. Will 
the Trump legacy force the 
change?

THE REALITY OF THE 
PEOPLE’S REPUBLIC 
OF CHINA (PRC)

Since 1978  to date, the PRC’s 
GDP has grown at an aver-
age annual rate of 9.5 per 
cent. This implies the per-
capita GDP has grown from 
$ 300 to $ 18,000, an aston-
ishing 60 times! Since 2012, 
the U.S. trade deficit with the 
PRC has exceeded $ 300 bil-
lion annually, enabling the 
PRC to accumulate forex re-
serves of $ 3.9 trillion (as of 

March 2020), also the high-
est accumulation of forex in 
the world. Despite the rhet-
oric of the ‘China Virus’, the 
PRC’s response to the pan-
demic has been rapid and ef-
fective. In September, Mike 
Ryan, Executive Director of 
WHO Emergency Programs, 
publicly stated, ‘…deepest 
congratulations to frontline 
health workers in China and 
the population who worked 
tirelessly to bring the disease 
to this very low level…’.

Analysis 
The PRC is currently un-
popular both with the U.S. 
and India. However, as far 
as the management of the 
pandemic is concerned, facts 
speak for themselves.

Assessment 
China is a transformed and 
progressive country, which 
has institutionalised efficien-
cy and discipline. No matter 
how much we dislike them, 
they are the largest economy 
in the world, with currently 
available fiscal surpluses to 
implement changes and a 
skilled and disciplined work-
force. If the world wants fun-
damental changes, the world 
needs to work collaboratively 
with PRC resources. Will the 
new administration be able 
to navigate past the provoca-
tive optics, to convert threats 
to opportunities?

CONCLUSION

D onald Trump is a bad 
loser; he is yet to 

concede defeat and con-
gratulate President-elect 
Joe Biden. In the last four 
years, he has provoked, 
heckled, and threatened 
organisations — irrespec-
tive of their standing; 
communities — without 

respect for their values; 
nations — irrespective of 
their leanings; academics 
— despite their credentials; 
bureaucrats — despite 
their experience; and politi-
cians of all hues. Though 
his attacks and barbs were 
a diplomat’s nightmare, his 
candidness and forthright-

ness have also served as a 
reality check. 

While he may have lost 
the election, there are still 
those who support him 
and many who appreciate 
the candour with which 
he exposed paralysis and 
hypocrisy within centrist 
viewpoints. Democrats 

may have won this elec-
tion, but if they wish to 
keep their lead, they may 
benefit from remembering 
Abraham Lincoln’s  second 
inaugural speech, ‘… to do 
all which may achieve and 
cherish, a just and lasting 
peace, amongst ourselves 
and with all nations.’
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In the months of specula-
tions and debates lead-
ing up to the presidential 
election in the U.S., Syn-

ergia Foundation was active-
ly involved with leading ex-
perts in India and abroad to 
forecast the turn of events. It 
is with immense satisfaction 
that we survey the credibil-
ity of many predictions that 
were made from our two 
platforms - our weekly in-
sights and virtual forums.

Synergia predicted that 
while the initial results 
may suggest that President 
Trump is ahead in some key 
states, as the counting of 
mail-in votes came to a close 
Democratic candidate, Joe 
Biden would take the lead 
and eventually emerge vic-
toriously.  A quick and early 
calling out of the results was 
guarded against, and this is 
what has now occurred. 

While there were predic-
tions of an outright Biden vic-
tory, Synergia had assessed 
that President Trump en-
joyed sizeable support and 
the outcome would be touch 
and go.  As things turned 
out, it was indeed a closely 
contested election with both 
candidates polling record 
number of votes.  President 
Trump, contrary to what was 
being predicted, enhanced 
his popular vote, thus put-
ting to rest the speculation 
that he was a finished force.  
‘Trumpism’ will persist even 
after Mr. Trump departs 

from the White House.
Tobby Simon’s warning 

that the deep polarisation 
that divides the American 
society would be difficult 
to bridge and the wounds 
caused by the bitter contest 
will refuse the healing touch, 
rings true.  Trump support-
ers would be around for 
some time; at least till 2024 
when they will reappear 
much invigorated and better 
prepared for the battle.

Synergia had also foretold 
the legal challenge which 
the Trump Administration 
would mount and forestall a 
smooth transition.  

Amidst the fog and friction 
of claims, counterclaims, al-
legations and recriminations, 
the biggest sufferer would 
be the true spirit of democ-
racy in the U.S. Sadly, all this 
would only please authori-
tarian forces watching this 
spectacle with unconcealed 
glee.

Getting it right!
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On the eve of Elec-
tion Day in the 
United States of 
America, I can 

say that the state of Florida 
will hold the key, like in the 
past, to who will win the 
presidential race. The re-
sults from the state would 
give categorical clarity and 
determine whether the elec-
tion could end up contested 
and controversial, or have a 
clear road ahead. 

At the moment, nationally, 
Joe Biden has been ahead by 
almost double digits in most 
polls, but it is a state-by-state 
vote in the Electoral College 
that decides the winner, and 
not a national vote. While 
looking at these polls, it still 
seems as if Mr. Biden could 

get around 300 to 400 elector-
al votes, much more than the 
270 he would need to claim 
this election. 

Hence, the prospects 
for Mr. Biden are good, but 
there is still a path for a 
Donald Trump presidency 
via the swing states. If Mr. 
Biden wins Florida, then Mr. 
Trump has almost no way to 
the presidency. Now if Mr. 
Trump were to take Florida, 
the door remains slightly 
open for his return. 

EARLY VOTER TURNOUT 

Another reason the elections 
are more predictable this 
time, in comparison to 2016, 
is the large early voter turn-
out. There have been over 70 
million Americans who have 
voted, either in person or by 
mail, which is half the num-
ber of the total citizens that 
voted in 2016. 

Mr. Biden’s growth track 
has been very stable and 
different compared to the 
trends of 2016. In the last 
elections, pollsters did not 
pay attention to the opinions 
of a group of people we now 
call ‘white, non-college edu-
cated, Americans’. That had 
never been a race or demo-

‘2020 is more predictable 
than 2016 election’
Mistakes from 2016 have been factored in, making predictions more accurate. 
All eyes are on the key state Florida as the U.S. inches towards a verdict 
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President-elect Joseph Robinette Biden Jr. will 
be only the second Roman Catholic to assume 
the presidency after John F Kennedy in 1961 
(Both Democrats).  

Biden, upon his inauguration on 20 January 
2021 as the 46th U.S. President, will be the old-
est man ever at 78 years and two months to 
assume this office. 

Vice President-elect Kamala Devi Harris, upon 
her inauguration on 20 January 2021 as the 
49th V.P. of the U.S., will become the first wom-
an, African-American, and Indian-American to 
assume office. 

The 2020 elections recorded the highest voter 
turnout in 120 years. Current estimates suggest 
that approximately 160 million people exercised 
their right to vote, with a turnout of 67% of the 
U.S.’ voting-age population (up from 56% in 
2016). Biden has amassed more than 74 million 
votes – the highest in U.S. political history.

This election also witnessed a 
record-breaking early voting turn-
out of approximately 101.4 million 
(both in-person and mail ballots).

1
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China’s rise as a 
global player has 
undoubtedly shak-
en the established 

world order and forced coun-
tries to revisit their strate-
gies.  The Vatican, historically 
a power broker between the 
great empires of the Western 
world, has seldom refrained 
from engaging in its own 
geopolitical manoeuvres. Its 
discreet, yet powerful evoca-
tion of religious ties within a 
largely Catholic Poland in the 
1980s is considered by many 
as a trigger for the implosion 
which brought down the So-
viet Union. As pointed out by 
former American diplomat 
and military professor Pat-
rick Mendis, President Ron-
ald Reagan had enlisted the 
moral authority of the Vati-
can to undermine the Polish 
regime and other commu-
nist-bloc countries in Eastern 
Europe.

Clearly, the Vatican’s ca-
pacity to practice realpoli-
tik, albeit in the livery of soft 
power, is well-documented. 
There were signs that the U.S. 
would endeavour to chal-
lenge China’s global domi-
nance by replicating this play-
book. U.S. Secretary of State 
Mike Pompeo, in a flurry of 
visits to the Vatican, tried to 
woo top Vatican officials, urg-
ing them to denounce China’s 

‘horrific persecution’ of reli-
gious believers. 

In the instant case, how-
ever, the Vatican has been 
far more circumspect. Pope 
Francis has not only main-
tained a deafening silence on 
issues implicating China (in-
cluding the treatment of Uy-
ghurs in Xinjiang province), 
but he has also renewed the 
2018 Sino-Vatican accord 
that allows Chinese officials 
to appoint Catholic bishops. 
Evidently, the factors which 
defined the Soviet-Papal re-
lationship from the 1970s to 
1980s are markedly different 
from the current Sino-Vati-
can exchanges.

PAPAL PUSH IN 
THE COLD WAR

As can be recalled, Pope 

John Paul II, in a historic visit 
to Poland in 1979, had made 
an eloquent appeal for reli-
gious freedom. The visit had 
coincided with a disarray 
in the ranks of Polish dissi-
dents, brought about by ef-
forts of the Moscow-backed 
Communist regime in War-
saw.

With the papal visit, the 
dispirited popular movement 
was galvanised, drawing mil-
lions of people out on the 
streets. The Pope’s reference 
to a ‘revolution of the spirit’ 
and ‘freedom of conscience’ 
acted as a clarion call to unite 
the now-famous Polish Soli-
darity movement under Lech 
Walesa, which went on to 
dismantle the communist re-
gime in Poland and trigger a 
domino effect in the rest of 
the Soviet empire.

STRATEGIC MOVE

It has always been specu-
lated that the role played by 
the Holy See in Poland was 
part of a larger U.S.-Vatican 
strategy. During the Carter 
Administration, the nation-
al security advisor had be-
gun an official dialogue with 
Papal emissaries, in which 
Poland and the nascent 
Solidarity movement fig-
ured prominently. This dia-
logue had then intensified 
under President Reagan 
who realised the potential 
of a ‘holy alliance’ with the 
Vatican.  Official diplomatic 
relations with the Vatican 
was re-established, and 
confidential information 
was shared through cabinet 
members as well as the CIA 
Director.

Seeking a ‘holy alliance’
While the Vatican may have had a role in the ultimate collapse of the Soviet Empire, its pres-
ent-day forays in international power games are unlikely to mirror its earlier success

SYNERGIA FOUNDATION
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In a similar vein, the outgo-
ing Trump administration ap-
peared eager to employ this 
strategy against China. The 
aim was to invoke the author-
ity of the Pope to undermine 
the moral legitimacy of China. 
The Vatican was valued as a 
strategic partner, as it was 
the only remaining European 
state with official diplomatic 
ties to Taiwan. Since China 
staked claim to this self-ruled 
island as part of its ‘One Chi-
na’ policy, it was important 
for the U.S. to ensure that the 
Vatican was on its side. 

However, the Vatican’s re-
sponse was guarded. The Holy 
See declined to meet with Mr 
Pompeo on the grounds that 
political figures are not re-
ceived ahead of elections.

AN INFORMED 
PERSPECTIVE

A strategy to exert the influ-
ence of the Vatican in geo-
politics must be based on a 
thorough understanding of 
history and a clear apprecia-
tion of ground realities.

The action of John Paul 
II in 1979 had been deeply 
grounded in his Polish iden-
tity. His being the first Pol-
ish Pope ever had carried 
considerable heft in a coun-
try that was predominantly 
Catholic. This is in stark con-

trast to present-day China. 
Although the Vatican, un-

der Pope Francis, has been 
making overtures to the 
Global South, away from its 
traditional moorings in North 
America and Europe, this has 
not translated into a mean-
ingful presence in China. 
Official diplomatic relations 
have been suspended since 
1951. Out of a population 
of nearly 1.4 billion, only 12 
million are estimated to be 
Catholics. Even this relative-
ly small community is split 
between a ‘Patriotic’ church 
whose clergy is appointed 
by the Chinese state and a 
clandestine ‘Underground’ 
church which remains loyal 
to the Pope. 

Despite a slight thaw in 
Sino-Vatican ties after the 
signing of the 2018 accord, 
there has been no let-up in 
the harassment and deten-
tion of Catholics in China. 
Shutting down of churches 
and increased surveillance 
continue to be the norm. In 
this context, the Vatican has 
been treading cautiously 
with China. Far from con-
templating a ‘holy alliance’ 
with the U.S., its policy mir-
rors the cold war doctrine of 
‘Ostpolitik’, which was pre-
ferred by the predecessor of 
Pope John Paul II. Just as the 
Vatican, under Pope Paul VI, 

had tried to foster ties with 
Soviet-bloc countries to im-
prove the condition of Cath-
olic churches, Pope Francis 
is attempting the same in 
China. 

Besides, the Vatican was, 
at best, a catalyst in the dis-
integration of the Soviet 
Union. There were other fac-
tors that came together to 
sound its death knell. This 
includes the U.S.S.R.’s failed 
military campaign in Af-
ghanistan and the internal 
discord caused by Mikhail 
Gorbachev’s Glasnost and 
Perestroika reforms. More-
over, as the communists had 
failed to adequately respond 
to financial hardships in Po-
land, the capitalist West had 
started to emerge as a more 
attractive model then.

Modern-day China is hard-
ly comparable to the U.S.S.R. 
of yore. Despite a mutually 
damaging trade war with 
the U.S. and the impact of 
COVID-19, it continues to be 
an economic giant. Whilethe 
rest of the world is struggling 
to claw its way out of a slump, 
China is the only economy 
to show positive growth in 
2020. Therefore, all circum-
stances considered, the US 
will find it difficult to repeat 
history by involving the Vati-
can in its geopolitics with 
China.

The number of Catholics worldwide 
increased by almost 16 million in a 
year to 1.33 billion 
(Vatican, before the 2020 World Mission Sunday)

The historical circum-
stances that brought 
together Pope John 
Paul II and Ronald 
Reagan are consider-
ably different from the 
geopolitical realities of 
today. As a result, repli-
cating the Polish model 
remains difficult, if not 
impossible. Although 
the President elect 
Joe Biden, as the sec-
ond practicing Roman 
Catholic President after 
John F Kennedy, may 
find common ground 
with Pope Francis on 
several issues, the 
Sino-Vatican accord is 
likely to stay a sticking 
point. 

The Vatican has lim-
ited leverage over 
China, which views 
even the appoint-
ment of bishops as 
an infringement of its 
sovereignty. Fearing 
draconian measures 
and the Sinicization of 
Catholics, the Vatican 
will be extremely wary 
of antagonising China.

President Xi Jinping is 
unlikely to be overly 
influenced by a Vatican 
move in support of its 
Taiwanese flock, es-
pecially if he makes a 
call to unify the island 
state through a force 
of arms. No moral or 
political position ad-
opted by the Vatican 
can prevent such an 
eventuality.

Assessment
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President Donald 
Trump, very recent-
ly, called out Twitter 
and Facebook after 

the social media platforms 
removed /suppressed links 
to an alleged article in the 
New York Post on Hunter 
Biden, Democrat candidate 
Joe Biden’s son. The Republi-
can-led Senate also subpoe-
naed Twitter CEO Jack Dors-
ey, accusing the company of 
interfering in the U.S. elec-
tions. 

Soon after, Federal Com-
munications Commission 
(FCC) Chairman Ajit Pai an-
nounced that the commis-
sion would “move forward 
with a rulemaking to clarify” 
the meaning of Section 230 
(of the Communications De-

cency Act. This Section ac-
cords internet biggies like 
Facebook and Twitter im-
munity from lawsuits over 
content posted on their web-
sites by third-party users. 
To facilitate this, the Senate 
Commerce Committee has 
even scheduled a fast-track 
confirmation hearing to fill 
an upcoming open seat on 
the FCC. Mr. Trump’s nomi-
nee is Nathan Simington, a 
Republican and a long-time 
telecom lawyer. 

UNDER FIRE

The New York Post’s story 
was based on emails sup-
posedly obtained from a lap-
top Mr. Hunter left at a repair 
shop in Delaware last year. 
Twitter limited the article’s 
reach, stating a policy against 
distributing hacked material. 
After the attempted move to 
subpoena Mr. Dorsey, Twit-
ter stated that it would no 
longer remove posts with 

hacked material unless it has 
been shared by the hackers 
or others working with them 
personally, and will resort to 
labelling tweets to provide 
context instead. 

In May, Mr. Trump issued 
an executive order calling for 
the FCC to reinterpret the 
rules that disallow websites 
from moderating content, 
based on a perceived anti-
conservative bias. Demo-
crats have had their own 
issues with Section 230, 
especially concerning web-
sites that display child por-
nography and child traffick-
ing. The Republicans, on the 
other hand, decry the cen-
sorship that they face alleg-
edly when news favourable 
to them is debarred as fake 
news by partial social media 
platforms. 

Executives from Google, 
Facebook, and Twitter tes-
tified before a U.S. Senate 
panel on content modera-
tion practices. Democrats 

picked on the timing of the 
hearing since it was held just 
a week before the election. 
The hearing itself reached 
nowhere as instead of focus-
sing on Section 230, it got 
diverted on other issues like 
anti-trust policies and misin-
formation on voting.

FCC AND SECTION 230 

The FCC enjoys jurisdiction 
over broadband access, fair 
competition, radio frequen-
cy use, media responsibility, 
public safety, and homeland 
security. In 2015, the FCC 
reclassified internet access 
as a telecommunications 
service, thereby bringing it 
within its ambit. The internet 
has been classified as Title I, 
where services are subject to 
fewer regulations. Title II ser-
vices (designed for the basic 
‘common carrier’) are sub-
ject to tighter regulation. The 
courts in October 2019, af-
ter Mozilla vs FCC, ruled that 

Free speech under siege
The role played by social media platforms in high-octane election campaigns has spurred fresh 
demands for more stringent regulations to control internet content

SYNERGIA FOUNDATION
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while the FCC has the right to 
reclassify internet service as 
Title I, it cannot prevent local 
governments from enforcing 
stricter regulations. 

Section 230 is the back-
bone regulation for the in-
ternet, and governs the 
internet companies as plat-
forms and not publishers. 
It had come under threat 
through two Bills in 2018 — 
the Allow States and Victims 
to Fight Online Sex Traffick-
ing Act (FOSTA) and the Stop 
Enabling Sex Traffickers Act 
(SESTA) — through which 
platforms would be deemed 
responsible for prostitution 
ads posted by third parties. 
While neither of the Bills was 
passed, it did emphasise that 
there was a need to look at 
how to restrict potentially 
harmful content through 
Section 230.  This gave fresh 
impetus to the ongoing de-
bate between free speech 
on the internet and stronger 
regulations to curb its mis-
use.

CONTESTING FCC’S 
JURISDICTION 

Section 230’s bipartisan co-
authors, Sen. Ron Wyden 
and former Rep. Chris Cox, 
wrote the law to prevent the 
FCC from having such a reg-
ulatory authority in the first 
place. Former FCC Chairman 
Tom Wheeler, Mr. Pai’s pre-
decessor, stated that “I don’t 
think the FCC has the author-

ity to be [the] thought police 
over platforms”. However, 
Mr. Pai countered this quot-
ing the FCC’s general coun-
sel, Thomas M. Johnson Jr., 
who said the commission, 
has the legal authority to in-
terpret Section 230, without 
elaborating on how.

Some experts opine that 
the FCC could use the justifi-
cation present in the Nation-
al Telecommunications and 
Information Administration 
(NTIA). The NTIA cites Section 
201(b) of the Communica-
tions Decency Act, of which 
Section 230 is a part. How-
ever, others say that Section 
201(b) applies only to com-
mon carriers — i.e. those 
classified under Title II by the 
FCC— and not internet ser-
vice providers (ISP). 

If the FCC does decide to 
amend the rules of Section 
230, it will need the major-
ity of the five-person com-
mission to agree on it. Mr. 
Pai and fellow commissioner 

Brendan Carr are in favour, 
while Democratic commis-
sioners Geoffrey Starks and 
Jessica Rosenworcel are not. 
That leaves the fifth commis-
sioner as the deciding vote, 
which could be the present 
Republican Michael O’Rielly 
(who has signalled that he 
is not in favour of regulating 
Section 230) or Mr. Siming-
ton in the future, who ap-
pears to be in favour of regu-
lating Section 230.

Justice Clarence Thomas 
of the U.S. Supreme Court is-
sued a lengthy statement in 
a case this year that Section 
230 is due for review. A bi-
partisan bill was introduced 
by Conservatives in June 
2020 titled the ‘Platform Ac-
countability and Consumer 
Technology Act’ (PACT Act), 
which requires internet plat-
forms to issue public state-
ments on their policies and 
to publish quarterly pub-
lic reports that summarise 
their actions for that quar-

ter. The proposed bill would 
also eliminate the platforms’ 
Section 230 protections. On 
behalf of the Trump admin-
istration, the Department of 
Justice sent draft legislation 
to Congress to reform Sec-
tion 230, calling for transpar-
ency and open discussion. 

U P C O M I N G  R O U N D  T A B L E RACE TO THE VACCINE

We are delighted to  
announce our upcoming 
Round Table “RACE TO THE 
VACCINE” in collaboration 
with the Blavatnik School of 
Government at Oxford Uni-
versity.

As the quest for a vaccine 

continues around the world, 
there is a need to have clarity 
on fundamental questions. 
Along with a road map for 
equitable delivery of the vac-
cine, there also needs to be 
a systematic international 
exercise in co-ordinations. A 
race of nationalism over the 

vaccine could be disastrous 
and governments need to 
rise to the occasion. Estab-
lishing the trust of citizens is 
essential and evolving stan-
dard global parameters to 
decide on the best vaccine 
and delivery modalities are 
imperative.14:00hrs CET 

18:30hrs IST
08.00hrs EST
13.00hrs UKT
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Source: UNCTAD
These calls for regulating 
the internet are not new. 
Similar discourse followed 
the net neutrality debate, 
and the case against it was 
won. Allowing for Section 
230 to be open for inter-
pretation by an increas-
ingly Conservative side, 
leaves the internet open 
to a subjective regulation 
regime rather than allow-
ing for corrective regula-
tion that could strengthen 
it. Section 230 provides a 
wide safety net for open, 
unregulated speech, upon 
which further balanced ac-
tions can be taken to allow 
for free speech, while get-
ting rid of its ills, like ads 
for human trafficking. 

The future of Section 230 
can only be decided after 
the U.S. elections with the 
new President in all proba-
bility trying to move it into 
a  the path most preferred 
by his party and support-
ers.  This, however, may 
not necessarily be in the 
interest of free speech or 
the openness that the in-
ternet enjoys at present. 

Assessment
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It surprised few when 
Jacinda Ardern, 40, won 
a huge 64 seat landslide 
victory propelling her 

Labour Party into a second 
term.  When she took over 
the mantle of the Prime Min-
ister in 2017, few had expect-
ed her to last long.  Her coali-
tion government appeared 
shaky with a mix of her La-
bour Party, the left-wing 
Greens and the populists of 
New Zealand First.  Working 
quietly and assiduously, fac-
ing grim challenges like the 
hate attack on the mosque 
with equanimity and em-
pathy, she not only kept 
her flock together but also 
emerged as a strong leader, 
an example for under-seize 
liberals around the western 
world.  

“JACINDAMANIA”

She is a political celebrity, 
no doubt, but remains un-
affected by all the publicity 
around her.  She truly made 
her mark after the massacre 
of 50 Muslim worshippers in 
two Christchurch mosques 
by a white supremacist.  Im-
mediately after the attack, 
she tweeted,” […] members 
of our migrant communities-
New Zealand is their home-
they are us.” This was to set 

the tenor of the country’s 
response which openly re-
jects violent extremism. She 
followed it with robust poli-
cies including strict gun laws 
and setting very high stan-
dards for political messag-
ing.  In fact, she provided a 
sharp contrast to a plethora 
of right-wing populist lead-
ers like President Trump 
and Viktor Orban of Hungary 
who use the plank of illiberal 
views especially against oth-
er religions to pursue their 
political goals. 

Ms Ardern has led from 
the front, making a conscious 
effort to reinforce state ide-
ology and raise it beyond 
individual racial prejudices. 
She paints a narrative that is 
strong in dealing with fault 
lines and makes a genuine ef-
fort to erase them. Her clas-
sic reply to President Trump, 
when he sympathised after 
the Christchurch attacks, 
was asking for “sympathy 
and love for all Muslim com-
munities.” 

Under her leadership, 
New Zealand has also been 
an example for the rest of 
the world in the fight against 
COVID 19.  Despite an initial 
spike due to the return of 
thousands of Chinese mi-
grants from their holidays in 
mainland China during the 
Chinese New Year, she pur-
sued her policy of “go hard, 
go early” to stamp out the 
pandemic very early and 
continue to keep the virus 

out of her country.

FIGHTING PREJUDICES 

With a population of just 5 
million in a country that is 
larger than Great Britain, 
New Zealand appears as the 
idyllic tourist destination in 
tourism posters and a ‘must-
visit destination.’ However, 
there is an ugly side to this 
remote island nation.  The 
most glaring is the treatment 
of the indigenous Maoris.  
While Maoris fared far better 
in New Zealand in compari-
son to neighbouring Austra-
lia, largely due to the sign-
ing of the Waitangi Treaty 
of 1840 which ensured that 
they had rights to their tribal 
land and were enfranchised 
in 1853, racial prejudice con-
tinued to thrive and persists 
even today.  They were de-
prived of their land in the 
late 19th and early 20th 
Century through confisca-
tion and individualised land 
tenure systems leading to a 
collapse of their social struc-
tures and abject poverty.  
They were forced to migrate 
to the cities where they ful-
filled the demand for cheap 
labour. The worst was when 
state institutions placed over 
a large number of Maori chil-
dren in state welfare institu-
tions. There is also a genuine 
fear that their culture has 
been lost due to neglect and 
lack of empathy on the part 
of the state. The indigenous 

In conjunction with 
the 2020 General 
Elections in New 
Zealand held on 17 
October 2020, a ref-
erendum on eutha-
nasia i.e. whether 
to legalise voluntary 
euthanasia for those 
with a terminal ill-
ness and less than 
six months left to 
live and another 
referendum on the 
question of whether 
to legalise the sale, 
use, possession, and 
production of canna-
bis were also held

The new age 
liberal 
Amidst growing right-wing populism, an empathic leader stands 
apart like a beacon in stormy seas
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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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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 

Source: Synergia Foundation
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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

COMPANY-
OWNED

MESSAGING
SERVICE,

WHATSAPP, ARE
A BACKBONE

FOR THE 
RULING PARTY’S

SOCIAL MEDIA
CAMPAIGN

IN INDIA

VIOLENCE PROTESTHATE SPEECH

43,000
CRORE FB INVESTMENT IN JIO

300+mn 
FACEBOOK USERS

400+mn 
WHATSAPP USERS
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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

communities seek compen-
sation for historical wrongs 
and are fighting cases in the 
courts.  

There is an overall lack of 
housing, leading to resent-
ment against immigrants, 
mainly rich Chinese who 
have flocked to this beautiful 
country in hundreds of thou-
sands purchasing their right 
to the residence through 
larger investments.  Cities are 
getting crowded due to thou-
sands of foreign students, 
especially from Asia, making 
a beeline for the education-
al institutions, and many of 
them obtain residency rights 
leading to a gradual change 
in demography.  This has 
caused resentment which is 
fanned by right-wing parties, 
especially against Muslims 
due to rising jihadist terror 
attacks around the world.

However, overall the Kiwis 
are a tolerant society with a 
vibrant culture of political 
debates on the need to ac-
cept immigrants while main-

taining domestic tranquillity. 
While there are subtle pref-
erences for the white major-
ity in jobs and promotions, 
the acceptance levels for 
meritocracy despite colour 
and race prejudice remain 
high, making New Zealand as 
one of the top destinations 
for migrants aspiring for a 
better life. Post COVID-19, 
many Americans too seek to 
make a second home on this 
Pacific paradise.

Ms Ardern has been ac-
cused of making her govern-
ment increasingly left-lean-
ing and failing to deal with 
the economic situation by 
being too tentative in her ap-
proach to the problems. She 
has faced massive strikes 
from teachers, nurses, bus 
drivers and other govern-
ment employees demanding 
better wages.

THE FUTURE

No doubt, Ms Ardern has 
her work cut to ensure that 

the positivity driven profile 
of her country remains un-
altered with time and under 
economic pressures.  She 
has to guard against the in-
sidious rise of right-wing sub-
cultures which feed off nasty 
social media campaigns and 
a global rise of xenophobia. 

This is easier said than 
done as it is difficult to keep 
bigotry and exclusiveness 
at bay once it takes root 
amongst a vulnerable popu-
lace. It demands maturity, 
tact and empathy on the part 
of the leadership which must 
be anchored on a deep-seat-
ed belief on liberal culture, 
backed by an acceptance of 
the inevitable demographic 
and resulting cultural chang-
es.  It needs an understand-
ing and sensitised law en-
forcement system which 
deals with all races at par and 
does not succumb to racial 
profiling. Only vibrant demo-
cratic discourses can bridge 
the ethnic and cultural gaps 
in a multiracial society like 
New Zealand.

Fortunately, Ms Ardern has 
the strongest possible creden-
tials to put into practice what 
she preaches, and this has 
been amply demonstrated by 
her choice of a new cabinet. It 
is an “incredibly diverse” one- 
a LGBT deputy Prime Minis-
ter, a Foreign Minister who is 
a Maori complete with tribal 
facial tattoos and even an In-
dian, Priyanca Radhakrishnan 
representing an aspiring class 
of Asian migrants.

End-of-Life Choice 
Referendum

The referendum asked the 
question: “Do you support 
the End of Life Choice Act 
2019 coming into force?”

Cannabis 
Referendum
The referendum asked the 
question: “Do you support 
the proposed Cannabis Le-
galisation and Control Bill?”

YES
65.1%

YES
48.4%

NO
33.7%

NO
50.7%


