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W
hen is a new generation

born? The cheeky answer

is, around 10 pm. To a sim-

ilar question (when was the new world

order born?), the answer would be:

September 2008, when Lehman

Brothers collapsed. It has been cus-

tomary in the year-and-a-half since

then to talk of the global financial cri-

sis. In truth, it was no such thing, be-

cause the crisis engulfed only a cou-

ple of dozen countries around the

North Atlantic. Countries elsewhere

were affected too, but not in the same

way — and the speed with which Chi-

na and India have regained their foot-

ing underlines the point. In compar-

ison, many of the advanced indus-

trial countries look forward to two

decades of slow growth at best, and

relative stagnation at worst. The “re-

balancing” of the world economy has

well and truly begun.

It will take the rich countries all

the way to 2030 before they get back

to the pre-crisis fiscal situation, ac-

cording to a paper presented at a sem-

inar last month in Seoul, organised

by the International Monetary Fund

and the Korean Development Insti-

tute. During this period, pressures to

expand government spending will

grow, as countries with ageing pop-

ulations struggle with mounting health

care and pension bills. And yet, budg-

ets will have to be squeezed to deliver

a surplus, so that the surge in debt-

GDP ratios (a result of the stimulus

packages of the last 18 months)

can be rolled back. That could mean

higher taxes, but how do you collect

more taxes when the revenue base

gets chipped away, as a consequence

of the very re-balancing of the glob-

al economy? Bear in mind that the

Brics scenario spelt out by Goldman

Sachs in 2003 has already come

to pass; in fact, Goldman has been

compelled to repeatedly update its

forecasts of the global shift of eco-

nomic power as India and China

have continuously done better than

the original Brics report had pre-

dicted. This shift in the economic

balance has now got accentuated in

the post-Lehman world.

Martin Wolf, of the Financial Times,

refers to India and China as “pre-

mature superpowers”, countries that

have low living standards but huge

economies. Premature or not, he sug-

gests that Britain should give up its

permanent seat in the Security Coun-

cil to India. That is not about to hap-

pen, but Wen Jiabao’s defence of the

indefensible, namely China’s cur-

rency policy, underlines the inef-

fectiveness of American pressure on

the rising power, even as an article in

the current issue of Foreign Affairs

debates how to deal with a post-

nuclear Iran (thus looking forward

to the US failure to prevent such a

denouement). Even more abject is

America’s apparent willingness to let

Pakistan and the Taliban take over

Afghanistan, after having fought a

war for over eight years to prevent

just such an outcome.

This is not a moment for Indi-

ans to crow about their expected

arrival on the world stage, because

success brings with it responsibili-

ty. For all its imperfections, the world

of the last two decades was an or-

dered world, with generally-accept-

ed rules and a global policeman.

India has gained in this ordered world,

even though it has complained con-

stantly about not getting its rightful

due. In contrast, a post-Lehman world

will see many rising powers that

do not automatically play by the rules,

and so the challenges are likely to be

more complex — the matrix could

involve zones of influence, regional

power balances and fluid coalitions,

even sudden convulsions (think Chi-

na). If India counts itself as a “great

power” in the new world that is be-

ing born, it will be expected to play a

role in framing and enforcing new

rules. Are enough people thinking

strategically in New Delhi?

The post-Lehman world

I
n my last column, I had argued

that one of the ways to defeat the

Taliban in Afghanistan was to buy

up the opium crop with the cur-

rent aid money and convert it in-

to morphine, to provide pain relief to

millions suffering from terminal illnesses.

But this rational solution required to win

the War on Terror can only be achieved

if the US and the UK give up their War

on Drugs. To show why the latter is mis-

guided is the subject of this column.

It is worth outlining the history of

the War on Drugs. The British empire

had not merely tolerated but promoted

the opium trade with China from its In-

dian base as a means to balance its large

incipient trade imbalance with the Chi-

nese. The opium wars in China in the

19th century were fought to protect this

Indian trade, through the legalisation

of the importation of opium by the treaty

of Tientsin in 1858. By the beginning of

the 20th century, 23.3 per cent of the

male and 3.5 per cent of the female adult

Chinese population were opium users,

consuming between 85-95 per cent of

the global opium supply. It was this Chi-

nese opium crisis which led to the move-

ment for international supply control

measures. The Royal Commission on

Opium, set up by Britain in response af-

ter examining a broad range of wit-

nesses and based on rigorously-collected

information, found that opium con-

sumption did not “cause moral or phys-

ical degradation”. Whilst it was im-

practical to disentangle the medical

from the non-medical consumption of

opium (J Richards, 2001: Opium and

the British Indian Empire), it advocat-

ed a laissez faire policy for opium in line

with J S Mill’s famous principle of lib-

erty that “the only purpose for which

power can be rightfully exercised over

any member of a civilised communi-

ty, against his will, is to prevent harm

to others. His own good, either physi-

cal or moral, is not a sufficient warrant”.

When the US occupied the Philip-

pines in 1898, it sought to maintain

legal consumption from a licensed opi-

um trade run by state-controlled mo-

nopolies, which provided a large part

of the revenues of the preceding Span-

ish colonial state. This plan was derailed

by a powerful missionary prohibition-

ist lobby — the International Reform

Lobby — which, appalled at the US sanc-

tioning the opium evil, bombarded Pres-

ident Theodore Roosevelt with petitions

from its supporters. Roosevelt caved in

and the long US War on Drugs began

with the 1909 Shanghai Opium Com-

mission and the first international drug

treaty of the International Opium Con-

vention of the Hague in 1912.

What have been the outcomes of this

century-long War on Drugs? First, the

supply-control measures outside the US

borders have had little effect on US drug

problems. A Rand Corp survey of re-

search (J P Caulkins et al, 2005: How

goes the ‘War on Drugs’?) concluded:

“Crop eradication and substitution, in

particular, show minimal promise. Close

to the drug source, costs are so low that

enforcement-induced increases are like-

ly to have no observable effect on street

prices. The same is true of increase

in the cost of land and labour for pro-

ducing coca or opium.” Whilst: “The

price record suggests that supply-con-

trol efforts have failed to reduce the use

of any established drug.”

H
aving failed in its avowed aim of re-

ducing drug consumption in the US

and the UK, the supply-control meas-

ures have created a large global illegal

economy where trafficking in illegal

goods — from drugs to arms to humans

— has led to a vast shadow global econ-

omy (Moses Naim: Illicit, 2007). Thus,

the extent of international money laun-

dering is estimated to be between 2-6

per cent of world GDP. The total glob-

al retail value of illicit drugs was esti-

mated to be $322 billion, just over 4 per

cent of global licit exports. In

Afghanistan, the gross profits of Afghan

opium traffickers were estimated in

2006 to be $2.3 billion — nearly 33

per cent of the country’s GDP. The net

effect of these international supply-con-

trol measures is to create narco states,

as in the coca-growing states of the An-

des. The drug wars and the accompa-

nying corruption to garner the massive

illegal profits in this illicit trade are now

reaching the borders of the US as Mex-

ico’s democracy is being gradually un-

dermined by the drug-lords. The US for-

eign policy goals are thus continually

being undermined by its War on Drugs.

[Lal, World Economics, 9(3), 2008:1-29.] 

To what end? The proportion of

chronic drug users in the world is small,

as is the use of opiates (from 0.7 per cent

in Europe to 0.4 per cent in the Amer-

icas, of their adult population). There is

a genetic element in creating a propen-

sity to use drugs in a small proportion

of the population. Most drug-use is char-

acterised by the time shape of a con-

tagious epidemic. Drug use is spread

mainly through social contacts, but most

users, after becoming aware of the down-

side of addiction, desist from it, leaving

a small number of hardcore users. Thus,

the US drug problem is better dealt with

through treatment based on “coerced

abstinence” of the small proportion of

hardcore users. International supply-

control measures are worthless.

(Caulkins, et al, op.cit)

Economic theory also suggests that

for a negative social externality from

consuming drugs, there is no case for

restriction of production in other coun-

tries. Production should be governed

by comparative advantage. The con-

sumption externality needs to be dealt

with by domestic consumption taxes

which equate the marginal private with

the marginal social value of the goods,

with imports being taxed at the same

rate. Thus, the optimal policy is not pro-

hibition, but optimal taxation of con-

sumption of legalised drugs. But, as

most “sin taxes” lead to black markets,

which would continue to fuel the glob-

al illegal economy, the best feasible

alternative to limit its scope  may be

a free market in drugs, where any do-

mestic spillovers are regulated, as in

other markets (e.g. alcohol and to-

bacco) by law and custom (Lal, op.cit).

It is time to end the War on Drugs if we

want to win the War on Terror.

We look for medicine to be an orderly

field of knowledge and procedure. But

it is not. It is an imperfect science, an

enterprise of constantly changing knowl-

edge, uncertain information, fallible in-

dividuals, and at the same time lives on

the line. There is science in what we do,

yes, but also habit, intuition, and some-

times plain old guessing. The gap be-

tween what we know and what we aim

for persists. And this gap complicates

everything we do.

—Dr Atul Gawande: CCoommpplliiccaattiioonnss

O
ver the past decade, Dr Atul

Gawande, who is a general sur-

geon at the Boston General Hos-

pital, has made a name for himself as

a writer of deeply-crafted meditations

on the problems and challenges of mod-

ern medicine through his writings in The

New Yorker magazine and his two books,

Complications and Better: A Surgeon’s

Notes on Performance. His latest book,

The Checklist Manifesto: How to Get

Things Right (Viking hardback reprint,

Rs 399) begins on a familiar ground, with

his experiences as a surgeon. To an

extent, Gawande is part of a tradition of

writers who have studied medicine —

John Keats, Antov Chekhov, Mikhail Bul-

gakov, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Conan

Doyle, Somerset Maugham, William Car-

los Williams etcetera spring to mind

— and reported life in extremis, seen

men and women in bravery, in aston-

ishing selflessness, up close and not

merely personal, but indeed beneath the

skin. But Gawande is one-up on his il-

lustrious predecessors — unlike most of

them who became full-time writers,

he still practises his medicine and his

experiences are those that he has gone

through in his years of practice.

Like his previous writings, Gawande

makes a distinction between errors

of ignorance (mistakes we make be-

cause we don’t know enough) and er-

rors of ineptitude (mistakes we make

because we don’t make proper use of

what we know). Failure in modern med-

icine is really about the second of these

errors, and he gives numerous exam-

ples of how routine tasks of modern

surgeons have become complicated and

mistakes become virtually inevitable:

it is so easy for an otherwise competent

doctor to miss a step, or forget to ask a

crucial question because of the pres-

sures of work. Or, very simply, failure

to provide for every eventuality.

You pause here to ask if this is the

case in the advanced West, how much

more difficult it would be for Indian doc-

tors who have to work under immense

pressures, without the necessary equip-

ment and adequate infrastructure and

modern medicines. Indeed, one could

further ask whether Indian doctors, be-

cause of their vast experience and the

need to improvise, are better equipped

than British and American doctors

because of their hands-on experience

under virtually impossible conditions,

especially in the districts.

But as you delve deeper into the

book, you realise that Dr Gawande is

really interested in every aspect of mod-

ern life and how professionals deal with

the increasing complexity of their re-

sponsibilities. So, he visits airline pilots

and architects who build skyscrapers

and comes back with a simple solution:

you need checklists that provide a

breakdown of numerous functions that

have to be followed for a “mission” to

be successful. No individual can pos-

sibly carry all that needs to be done

in his head: he needs a team of spe-

cialists and a checklist of the functions

that will ensure success at the end of

day. As in modern surgery, so too in the

complicated tasks of everyday life.

At a certain level, you can read

Checklist as a manual on modern man-

agement: you take a problem, break

it up into its component parts, super-

vise its implementation and then bring

the whole lot together into a holistic

whole. Gawande is very clear, though,

that the whole is greater than the sum

of its parts and what makes the “en-

terprise” work is how well the parts are

jelled together. In the concluding sec-

tion of the book, Gawande shows how

his research team has taken the idea of

modern management, developed a safe

surgery checklist, and applied it around

the world with huge success.

A short review of this kind could give

the impression that Gawande’s book is

meant for the medical student or the lab

assistant and, therefore, is narrow in fo-

cus or prosaic in its conclusions. It is

neither; if any thing, it is addressed to

the serious common reader because

Gawande is, first and last, a storyteller

who knows how to spin it out with sim-

plicity, clarity and purity of line. But be-

tween the lines, there is a deep philo-

sophical message that we need to be

clear in our minds what we mean by

specialists: that experts also make mis-

takes simply because they go wrong

with details that could easily have been

corrected with proper checklists.

Progress in medicine, as in other spheres,

depends on experts, but they need to

have the humility to concede they can

go wrong in the small little things that

hold structures together.

T
wenty years ago, the Abu

Dhabi book fair was a dis-

organised books souk, but

then, 20 years ago, not all that

much was going on in Abu Dhabi.

This year, the book fair’s gener-

al manager, a brisk German, an-

nounced that it was now the largest

book fair between Tehran and

Seoul, and with 236,000 publish-

ing professionals, 840 exhibitors

and 63 countries participating,

even bigger than Moscow’s. Ever

since Kitab, as the festival is called,

began operation as a joint venture

between the Frankfurt book fair

and the Abu Dhabi Authority for

Culture and Heritage in 2007, it

has been registering an annual

growth of 25 per cent. And the

growth is visible.

Last year, visitors were put up

in hotels downtown about a 20

minutes run from the fairground.

This year, a trendy new 200-odd-

room hotel has come up at the

site itself, complete with ter-

race gardens and rooftop bars

overlooking the Gulf’s marinas.

Together with the exhibition area,

20,000 sq metres of air-condi-

tioned space set around a vast

open air piazza, the place is a pul-

sating hive of activity. It makes

Delhi’s shambolic international

book fair, hosted at Pragati Maid-

an last month, look like a back-

ward child.

A little learning is said to be a

dangerous thing, but Abu Dhabi,

the capital of the Emirates which

sits on 9 per cent of the world’s

oil reserves and was once voted

by Fortune magazine as the rich-

est city on the planet, is putting

some of its wealth to good use.

Epic-scale events are held here

and, since Dubai’s decline, it has

emerged as the Gulf ’s central

showpiece arena. Eric Schmidt,

chairman and CEO of Google, Ru-

pert Murdoch and other lumi-

naries were in attendance at the

Abu Dhabi Media Summit ear-

lier this month; there was an in-

ternational sports event with Hol-

lywood stars walking the red car-

pet; and Shah Rukh Khan chose

Abu Dhabi for the worldwide pre-

miere of My Name Is Khan. Late

last year was the Abu Dhabi Art

Fair, an event so exclusive that

only a select list of auction house

representatives, art galleries and

big-ticket collectors were invited

to ogle (and haggle) over prime

pieces of Impressionist art,

Alexander Calder mobiles and

other treasures.

The six-day book fair, by con-

trast, is open to the public and

caters to a wide range of inter-

ests, including 12,500 school-

children who poured in to revel

in a large children’s section. Oth-

er than specialist sections (sem-

inars on copyright law, subsidised

trade between literary agents and

authors and academic publish-

ing), there are several well-es-

tablished popular segments. Two

interactive showpieces are the

Kitab Sofa and Discussion Forum

that present authors in interview

with live audiences followed by

book signings. Guests from the

subcontinent this month includ-

ed Bapsi Sidhwa, Amit Chaud-

huri, Pankaj Mishra and Tarun

Tejpal, but the scene was stolen

by noted Malayalam writer and

filmmaker M T Vasudevan Nair.

Hordes of the Gulf ’s Malayali

community came out to root for

him and there were queues at the

stall of DC Books, Kerala’s lead-

ing publisher and bookseller.

Another example of the care-

fully-honed events is the book

fair ’s wildly-successful show

kitchen. This has live demos all

day long by international chefs

with cookbook displays and sign-

ings. The professional show

kitchen — with video screens, a

cameraperson with hand-held

camera and cooks with hands-

free mikes — is supplied by a lead-

ing German kitchen appliances

firm and the event is managed

out of Stockholm by a gourmand

company that presents cookbook

awards. Audiences are invited to

learn recipes, buy cookbooks and

gorge on delicacies that range

from Moroccan to Mughal feasts.

But the Abu Dhabi book fair’s

true raison d’etre is to promote au-

thorship in the Arab world and in

Arabic literature. Considering that

the prizes for best fiction, works

in translation and academic re-

search start at over Rs 8 lakh a

head, oil money is being well spent.

THE MISGUIDED WAR ON DRUGS

Gawande’s guide to

how to get it right

Abu Dhabi : The Gulf’s central arena
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F
irst the bad news. Fifty-eight

per cent Indians, because of

lack of proper latrines, have

to defecate in the open. The ma-

jority of these 58 per cent are

women. According to a WHO-

Unicef report, 18 per cent Indians

living in urban India, attend the

call of nature in the open. The per-

centage is 69 in rural India. Still

grimmer is the devastating reve-

lation that 638 million people in

India don’t have access to toilets.

In several other developing coun-

tries, the number is much smaller,

e.g. it is 50 million out of a popu-

lation of 1.3 billion for China.

After 63 years of Indepen-

dence, we are still unable to pro-

vide basic services to our citizens.

Why is this so? I’m not an econ-

omist or a statistician, but as an

Indian I feel ashamed when I’m

confronted with these dismal fig-

ures. I do not recall our Parlia-

ment deliberating these mat-

ters of national degradation. As

far as I’m aware, the electronic

media too has not found time

to have informed debates on this

appalling reality. Why are we in-

different to these social evils?

I’m not taking a holier-than-

thou position. I have no right to do

so. I’m one among the small num-

ber of Indians who were born in

the right bedroom. People like me

live cloistered lives. Why do the

well-to-do opt for private splen-

dour and do nothing about public

squalor? There is a chilling silence

on these uncomfortable and un-

pleasant realities. I’m not absolv-

ing myself. Mulk Raj Anand (1905-

2004) in 1934 wrote a novel called

The Untouchable. Things have cer-

tainly changed — human beings

no longer carry excreta on their

heads to dump it where they could.

The solution Mulk Raj Anand of-

fered over 70 years ago was the

flush system. How long more will

it take us to provide this conven-

ience to all our people?

The other day, a list of Indian

billionaires was published by the

American outfit Forbes. Their num-

ber has dramatically increased.

Good for them. I personally know

several of those splendid indi-

viduals. All self-made (except one),

all public-spirited decent people.

But. There is always a “but”. Hi-

manshu, in his column in Mint,

wrote on March 17: “The good

news is that Indian billionaires

have, once again, done better than

the rest of the world — at a time

when almost half a billion peo-

ple are also going through reces-

sion, unemployment, drought and

food price inflation. But does that

mean we should not celebrate the

glory the minuscule minority of

billionaires has brought to the coun-

try? Perhaps not.” According to Hi-

manshu, the “net worth of the bil-

lionaires club increased from less

than 5 per cent in 1996 to a little

over 10 per cent in 2007, it was al-

most one-fourth of the gross do-

mestic product of India in 2008”.

He concludes, “If growth has to be

inclusive, there has to be a con-

certed effort to tackle structural

inequalities.” Fair enough.

Now the good news. Like mil-

lions of my compatriots, I’m a

cricket buff. In all humility, I

claim to know the difference be-

tween slips and third man. Crick-

et was invented in England near-

ly 200 years ago (I may be out by

a few years) and its first Indi-

an patron was the Maharaja of

Patiala, who took the first In-

dian team to England in 1911.

The game is vastly different

now. Test cricket, one-day crick-

et, Twenty Twenty and now the

IPL. I do not know Mr

Lalit Modi, but his ba-

by, the IPL, has

brought globalisation

to cricket. Only 20

years ago, no

black/brown man

could play for South

Africa. Today it is

heart-warming to

watch Indians rubbing

shoulders with Messrs

Kallis and Smith, Bra-

vo with Shane Warne.

It’s a sporting miracle

on a grand scale. Tendulkar and

Sehwag are worldwide heroes. Al-

so imagine, a former and great Pak-

istani bowler, Wasim Akram, be-

ing invited to be the bowling coach

for the Kolkata Knight Riders. I’m

aware of the commercialisation of

the game, but have no fundamental

objection to it so far.

What politicians could not

achieve, the IPL has — sporting in-

tegration and an end for all time

to racism in sports. A spectacu-

lar achievement.

Tailpiece: The foreign minis-

ter of Malta came to India on an

official visit in the late 1960s.

Mrs Gandhi was then also look-

ing after the Ministry of Exter-

nal Affairs. So, he called on her.

I too was present. The popula-

tion of Malta was then less than

two lakh. What did the prime

minister of India say to the for-

eign minister of Malta? She

talked about the

Second World War

and the Maltese

who came to India

and stayed in De-

olali for the dura-

tion of the War etc.

Somehow the

subject of com-

monwealth coun-

tries driving cars on

the left came up.

Mrs Gandhi said,

“We in India too

drive on the left of

the road. What do you do in Mal-

ta?” The foreign minister said, with

youthful aplomb, “Madam prime

minister, we do not wish to offend

those on the right or those on the

left. We, in Malta, drive in the mid-

dle of the road.”

The author is a diplomat, writer

and former foreign minister

The cricket bat and the toilet seat

What politicians

could not achieve,

the IPL has —

sporting

integration and an

end to racism in

sports for good.

A spectacular

achievement

AS I PLEASE

K NATWAR SINGH


