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“I

knew that Jaws couldn’t

possibly be successful,” Peter

Benchley said in a 1999 chat with

Time. “It was a first novel, and

nobody reads first novels. It was a

first novel about a fish, so who

cares?” 

Benchley, who died tamely

enough this week of an illness 

that had nothing whatsoever 

to do with shark attacks, grossly

underestimated his audience. 

His grandfather, Robert Benchley,

skewered the comic 

possibilities of a novel about a

small American town beset by

sharks when he suggested Who’s

That Noshin’ On My Laig as a

possible title. Benchley struggled

with the idea, which came to him

after a stray report of a shark

attacking a human, for nearly nine

years before he finally settled

down to writing it. He struggled

with the prose; his editor removed

all traces of humour from the 

first, pun-heavy draft. What’s left

is a clunky, solemn pulp fiction

classic where the “dumb 

garbage bucket” turned monster 

of the deep has more animation

than any of the cardboard 

humans. Over four decades 

after Jaws came out in 1974, it 

still remains a stodgy, plodding 

but satisfyingly horrific read.

The remainder of Benchley’s

career was divided between

producing more of the same and

trying to undo the damage he had

inflicted on the reputation of the

shark. In The Deep, the star was a

wrecked 

ship, with a cameo performance

from a giant eel; in The Beast, the

villain was a wronged giant squid

out for vengeance; in White Shark,

later made into the film Creature,

the villain is a marauding white

shark. 

There were very few takers for

the book he may have enjoyed

writing the most, a highly romantic

fable of a young girl growing up

with Nature called The Girl of the

Sea of Cortez. The plot takes

Paloma into battle with

environmentally unsound

fishermen. Her assistant is a giant

(but presumably vegetarian)

manta ray, who saves her life and

shows her an underwater paradise

so deep that it will remain

unscathed from the depradations

of mankind. 

Jaws benefited from predator

hysteria. Everything from killer

bees to gorillas to monster lizards

to piranha has featured on the list

of things that give humans such

intense nightmares that we will

queue up happily for the film

version.

If it was Benchley’s munching

monster shark who caught the

public imagination, the two books

that indicated where animal

stories were headed came out in

the same decade, within a year or

two of Jaws. In 1972, Robert

O’Brien wrote Mrs Frisby and the

Rats of NIMH, which featured an

unlikely but charming alliance

between a field mouse and a

coalition of super-intelligent rats

who had escaped from a human

laboratory. O’Brien didn’t take an

explicit moral stand on animal

testing, and his characters didn’t

test the stereotypes of animal

characters in children’s fiction.

In 1977, Richard Adams

published The Plague Dogs, a book

considered so grim, coming from

the author of Watership Down, that

it has always found an uneasy

readership. The heroes of The

Plague Dogs, Rowf and Snitter,

have escaped from an animal lab

where they witnessed the worst

kind of human experimentation,

including vivisection. Adams was

unsparing in his descriptions of the

lab; he allowed one of his two

canine protagonists to remain

sympathetic to humans, while the

other hated our species for the

pain and suffering visited on him.

The shark in Jaws is very much a

dumb animal, programmed by its

instincts; Adams’ dogs are

thinking creatures whose

intelligence is distinctly non-

human. It’s much easier to read the

novel now, after decades of debate

on animal rights, than it would

have been back in the 1970s when

animal testing was just emerging

as an area of moral concern.

How would Benchley’s Jaws

have done today? Literary fiction

has moved towards seeing 

animal rights as a subject 

suitable for serious fiction: J M

Coetzee has wrestled with the

moral arguments in his last three

books, Barbara Kingsolver

foregrounded the predator-

rancher conflict in Prodigal

Summer, and it is now possible 

for a writer like Hannah Tinti to

write short stories — Animal

Crackers —  from the animal, not

human, perspective. 

Far more than changing

morals, though, Jaws would

probably suffer from a shift in

predator preference. In today’s

world, Godzilla is a 

misunderstood mom, King 

Kong a beleaguered ape: the real

predators are either all too alien,

or, like serial killers and 

poachers, all too human. That

shark wouldn’t make much of a

splash.
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Paws, claws and Jaws
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T

he worst fears about the dread-

ed bird flu striking India have

come true. As was apprehended,

the infection has arrived with migra-

tory birds. Fortunately, neither the gov-

ernment nor the poultry industry has

been caught totally unawares, though

there are gaps in the bio-safety arrange-

ments that have been made. Fortunately,

the administration did not lose time

in taking remedial action after the con-

firmation of chicken deaths due to

the fatal H5N1 virus. The Centre is said

to have been ready with the action plan,

equipment and drugs required to com-

bat the bird flu, and the wherewithal

had been passed on to state govern-

ments as well. What is worrisome is

that, unlike the governments of states

like Maharashtra, Gujarat and Kar-

nataka, many other state governments

have not passed on essential infor-

mation to the poultry industry.

Even more disconcerting, though,

is the attempt by a section of the

poultry industry to suppress the facts

about the presence of the H5N1 virus

in its avian stocks. In Maharashtra, birds

are reported to have been dying for

about 10 days but the poultry farm-

ers sought to attribute these deaths

to seasonal poultry diseases. Some poul-

try industry representatives are even

now disputing the veracity of the lab-

oratory tests that have ascertained

the involvement of the H5N1 virus strain.

They are playing a suicidal game. Poul-

try farmers in Thailand tried to do

the same thing, but this proved to be

at their own peril. The disease blew

up into an epidemic. So it is just as

well that the Poultry Federation of

India has chosen to cooperate with

the authorities in fighting the men-

ace. The government, too, has done well

to initiate work on de-population and

de-contamination of all poultry farms

in a 10-km radius of the focus of in-

fection. While all birds in a radius of

3 km are being slaughtered, those in

the remaining 7-km radius are being

vaccinated. This area is larger than what

is normally recommended by experts

for such treatment.

Still, there is no room for com-

placency. Even if the infection is

successfully contained and eradicat-

ed in the Nandurbar tract, there is

no guarantee that it will not surface

at some other spot on the route of

migratory birds. Besides, the danger

of the H5N1 virus mutating into a form

communicable to human beings can

also not be ruled out. Should such

an eventuality arise, the flu pan-

demic may be difficult to contain,

and may repeat the horror of the

flue epidemic of 1918, resulting in mil-

lions of human deaths. There is, there-

fore, greater need now for surveillance

all along the flying pathway of the birds,

especially around water bodies where

the chances of these birds intermin-

gling with domestic species are greater.

From this viewpoint, the suggestion

made to the authorities by the poul-

try federation, to undertake selec-

tive vaccination of all backyard and

village population of chickens in the

areas frequented by migratory birds,

merits consideration. Poultry farms

too need to step up their bio-safety

measures, and their workers need

to observe hygienic standards. Industry

bodies and the government together

can undertake a campaign to train poul-

try farmers in key aspects of bio-se-

curity. Meanwhile, urgent measures

should be taken to ensure adequate

domestic production of bird flu

drugs and to make them available at

affordable prices.

Preventing a pandemic

F

inance Minister P. Chidambaram

will have stitched up his Bud-

get proposals by now. It must

be hoped that he has given thought

to plugging the major gaps in rev-

enue collection, especially in the rel-

atively neglected area of commodity

taxation. While compliance rates

have gone up when it comes to in-

come tax, there appears to be a serious

problem with excise duty collections,

which continue to grow slower than in-

dustrial production. As the Kelkar re-

port on the implementation of the

fiscal responsibility law showed, the ex-

cise net appears to be getting more (and

not less) porous; while the ratio of

excise duty to industry GDP (for the

non-oil sector) was around 16.4 per cent

in 1980-81, this fell by more than half

(to 7.7 per cent) by 2003-04. Indeed,

while estimating future tax collec-

tions in order to be able to project whether

India was on course to meet the targets

for fiscal correction, the Kelkar com-

mittee assumed a tax buoyancy of

0.98 for excise collections under the re-

forms scenario — the actual buoyan-

cies, however, are barely 0.53. Not

being able to achieve the increased buoy-

ancy, naturally, will lead to significantly

lower excise duty collection.

One way out is to wipe out the pletho-

ra of tax exemptions that are in the

books. A recent report by National

Institute of Public Finance and Poli-

cy (NIPFP) estimates that these are

worth Rs 55,000 crore, including in-

come tax exemptions to agriculture,

exports and housing. That is around

a seventh of the total tax collections.

Apart from the revenue lost on account

of the exemptions themselves, the

exemptions also make tax collec-

tions difficult in non-exempt sec-

tions. So, a company that pays ex-

cise duties finds it easy to pay less

by declaring some part of its produc-

tion as taking place in new excise havens

like Uttaranchal and Himachal Pradesh.

Whether the production shown as tak-

ing place in these states is actually tak-

ing place is anybody’s guess and too

daunting a task to actually monitor.

Add to this the exemptions for small-

scale units, and the problem multiplies

manifold. Of course, since the gov-

ernment has just decided to come

out with a fresh set of incentives for

SEZs, its ability to cut existing ex-

emptions would appear limited.

The other solution that Mr Chi-

dambaram needs to work on is extending

the Tax Information Network (TIN)

to the excise sector. Since the TIN

extends to over 600,000 firms/estab-

lishments already, a good idea would

be to formally link this with excise

duty collections. Indeed, since Mr

Chidambaram is a votary of a combined

goods and service tax, with tax set-offs

on goods to be available to services and

vice versa, this needs to be followed

to its logical conclusion. Today, firms

that file their service tax returns find

them automatically getting rejected

if the firms they have paid service

tax to are not registered. If this was

extended to the combined goods and

service tax, the increase in the catch-

ment would be tremendous as firms

which bought inputs from those that

have not paid excise duty would find

their excise returns getting rejected au-

tomatically.

Theoretically, you can have this

impact even if you apply it only to firms

paying excise duties. But since you will

get a larger number of firms when

you apply it to firms paying service

tax (an Infosys must be buying a lot

of manufactured products on which ex-

cise is payable, for instance), using this

is a better idea.

Plug the gaps first

T

he ongoing concern with “glob-

al imbalances” expressed by a

host of commentators and of-

ficials gives me a tremendous

sense of déjà vu. In my 1990 Wincott lec-

ture*, I had examined the case for in-

ternational coordination to deal with

the purported “global imbalances” of

the 1980s, and found it wanting. 

Though fortunately there is no longer

a call for the equivalent of the formal

Louvre and Plaza accords of the peri-

od which in part led to Japan’s decade-

long slump, there are nevertheless

exhortations from the world’s great and

the good to China to raise domestic con-

sumption and to appreciate its exchange

rate; for the US to raise its low sav-

ings rate, smother the purported bub-

ble in its housing market and reduce

its fiscal deficit; for Europe to reform its

inflexible labour markets and to re-

flate the Eurozone; for Japan to open up

its economy to foreign investment,

and so on. Though no doubt these

purported problems may be of con-

cern to the citizens of the respective coun-

tries being lectured to, should they be of

concern to the rest of the world? 

The discussion of “global imbalances”

implicitly assumes the opposite, because

of the supposed spillover effects of these

various domestic policies and behav-

ioural outcomes on the global economy.

But what are these spillover effects

and should internationally coordinated

public policy or international moral sua-

sion be used to counter them?

To answer this question, it is use-

ful to look upon the global economy

as an integrated economy, where

governments, central banks, households

and firms in each nation are all dis-

tinct economic agents acting in their

own perceived “self interest”, with their

own objectives. The international mar-

kets for goods and assets will co-or-

dinate these myriad decisions into chang-

ing relative prices, which at the national

level will be reflected in changing macro-

economic variables like interest rates,

real exchange rates, and savings

rates. With both public and private agents

maximizing their own perceived in-

terests, this decentralized interna-

tional system is exactly like a market

system. The changes in prices and

outputs that arise as a result of the

different actions of these agents are ex-

actly like the increase in demand,

say, for shoes within a national econ-

omy, which ceteris paribus raises the

price of leather and hence affects the fi-

nancial circumstances of the pur-

chaser of handbags. The macroeco-

nomic international spillovers are ex-

actly like those affecting the handbag

buyer, which (in the economist’s jargon)

are “pecuniary” externalities mediated

through the price mechanism and of no

significance for the efficiency of the

economy. They are synonymous with

market interdependence and the

price system and irrelevant for public

policy — in contrast with “technolog-

ical” externalities like smoke from a fac-

tory which are not mediated through

the price mechanism and could require

public action. 

In fact, public policy should not

attempt to offset these pecuniary ex-

ternalities as they are the essence of

a dynamic market economy. They are

not a sign of any “market failure”. As

at the national level, there is no need for

any further harmonization or co-or-

dination at the international level

than is provided by the market.

What then are we to make of all

the prognostications of various pundits

on these “global imbalances”? They are

like the numerous stock broker reports

trying to foretell market trends based

on what each claims are “fundamen-

tals”. But we know that at best they

are looking through a glass darkly.

No doubt it is a useful intellectual ex-

ercise trying to explain a particular

macroeconomic conjuncture (like the

developing reverse yield gap in the US)

by international variables, which will

undoubtedly be of interest to punters

as they decide on their portfolio

choices. These local “imbalances” may

also be of concern to particular eco-

nomic agents. As a taxpayer in Cali-

fornia and the US, I am naturally

concerned about their respective fis-

cal deficits because of their implications

for my future taxes. But for the rest

of the world, these are only of inter-

est if they are holders of the relevant

debt instruments financing them. They

are not a global concern.

Finally, underlying the discussion of

“global imbalances” is the continuing

divide between those who believe

that a capitalist economy is inherent-

ly unstable, requiring government in-

tervention for stability, and those

who argue that despite manias, pan-

ics and crashes, a capitalist economy is

inherently stable, with these unavoid-

able and unforeseeable fluctuations aris-

ing from its creative destruction, taking

place along an overall rising trend of

national income. Government inter-

vention to dampen or eliminate the busi-

ness cycle will be either ineffective or

counterproductive. The latter view

reflects what development econo-

mists have painfully learnt; that gov-

ernment attempts to smooth income

and consumption when an economy

is faced by unforeseeable shocks, will

either be ineffective, or as in the case of

the African marketing boards set up

to deal with “export instability”, turn in-

to predatory instruments of taxation.

Private agents even in the poorest

economies are capable of smoothing

these fluctuations in their consumption

through saving and investment as

was empirically documented for the

1970’s coffee boom in East Africa by

Paul Collier and his associates.

At the macroeconomic level, this con-

sumption smoothing by private and pub-

lic agents is reflected in the current

account of the balance payments, which

is given by the difference in domestic

savings and investment. That even with

the most draconian exchange con-

trols this national consumption smooth-

ing is the determinant of India’s balance

of payments was documented in a re-

markable finding by the RBI that in a

simple “intertemporal consumption op-

timatisation model” of India’s current

account between 1951 and 2002 “the cor-

relation coefficient between the optimal

and actual current account balance is

close to one. Thus, fluctuations in the

current account balance in India are the

outcome of residents trying to smooth

their consumption paths when the na-

tional cash flow fluctuates. The result is

noteworthy, given the restrictions on

capital flows and the intermittent ex-

ternal shocks experienced”. (RBI: Re-

port on Currency and Finance 2002-

3). Hence my conclusion that using “glob-

al imbalances” to implicitly justify in-

ternational dirigisme to stabilize the

global economy is as unwarranted as

the case for activist national macro-

economic policy has proved to be.

* “The Limits of International Co-

operation”, 20th ‘Wincott memorial

lecture, IEA, 1990.

A

t 2 pm on February 18, 2005, a

Friday, the High Security Animal

Disease Laboratory in Bhopal

confirmed the presence of H5N1

(bird flu) virus in eight of the 12

pathological samples from poultry in

Nandurbar in northern Maharashtra.

Some 40,000 birds were reported to have

died in that area since February 11

and further confirmation was being

sought through blood sample tests of

the dead birds. 

The Centre promptly declared that

bird flu had hit Indian shores and

the disaster monitoring cell swung

into action. A somewhat stunned state

government reluctantly fell into

step. By Friday night, the National

Institute of Communicable Diseases

had sent a rapid response team to

the state, and dozens of teams of

epidemiologists, microbiologists and

clinicians were already in the target

area. By Monday morning, over a

million birds had been culled, poul-

try consignments in transit all over the

state were being checked before entry

into consumer distribution networks,

the Centre had despatched addition-

al doses of Tamiflu (Oseltamivir),

the most potent available drug for

human victims of the virus that can re-

duce the severity of the illness, and had

in readiness isolation wards in hos-

pitals in the area and also in more

distant Mumbai. 

In three days flat, the machinery and

processes for protecting a population

from possible infection from a dead-

ly virus was almost fully in place.

That the ordinarily lethargic public

health and related machinery of the

government could move so briskly tells

you a story that is often not obvious.

Let’s first look at the specific factors

that made this possible. First, the world-

wide bird flu alert has been in place for

over two years and the response ma-

chinery has been well-detailed. Sec-

ond, the medical and public health com-

munity, especially in developed coun-

tries, put considerable pressure on WHO

to ask local governments everywhere

to be extremely cautious and act quick-

ly. Third, in the current context of in-

ternational trade and traffic, there is no

such thing any more as an “isolated

case” of any infectious disease. Fourth,

there is no dearth of financial resources

to put this huge containment exer-

cise into place; a ministry official is

reported to have assured the press that

“money is no constraint”. Fifth, drug

companies, even though cribbing about

the state’s lackadaisical response in the

past to licensing requests for manu-

facture of the drug, have swung into

operation to build stocks in case the

virus spreads to human populations.

Sixth, going by reports, there was a

stunningly smooth and efficient co-

ordination among multiple departments

of the government —  animal husbandry,

public health, environment, commerce,

pharmaceuticals. And seventh, all of

this was made possible by a factor

elusive in health sector initiatives, “po-

litical will”. 

Interestingly, the government

has responded in a similar manner

once earlier in recent times. The Surat

plague produced an equally effi-

cient, though more limited and short-

lived response, and without the sup-

portive global preparedness so evident

in the case of bird flu. In the ensu-

ing weeks and months, questions were

raised about the nature of the “plague”:

Was it plague at all? Did the govern-

ment act in haste? But act it had,

and quite promptly too.

Even though the nature of the

current health emergency is better

investigated than it had been for the

Surat incident, there will be many ques-

tions on the rationale of the state to take

the measures it did. Has the state pressed

the panic button when it need not have?

Was it prompted by reasons other

than the health of the vulnerable

population? One spokesperson for

the poultry industry has already spied

a “drug MNCs” hand in all this. And the

local economy of Navapur, entirely

dependent on poultry — a concentra-

tion of one lakh birds per square

kilometre—is in a shambles. 

The important fact, however, is this:

clearly, the government has the entire

wherewithal to respond effectively to

health emergencies. The sticking point

is how a health emergency is defined.

Why for instance, does the govern-

ment not define the rapid spread of

malaria under way as a health emer-

gency when it is affecting (and killing)

a far larger population than will

bird flu? Why do budgetary alloca-

tions for the national programme

for control remain more or less

static for so many years — and ever

so often remain unspent? Why don’t

the several departments — public

health, environment, urban devel-

opment, rural industry, pharmaceu-

ticals — act in consonance to con-

trol malaria? Why does the govern-

ment respond to the continuing spread

of leprosy — that may also be defined

as a health emergency considering

that it renders patients unemployable

and most often outside the pale of

society — by knowingly underplaying

the numbers?  

Should we then echo the classic for-

mulation that the state responds best to

those issues that affect its class inter-

ests? The bird flu emergency is a

case in point: after all, it impinges on

commerce and trade and a small sac-

rifice of Navapur may “save” the rest of

the industry from being tabooed.

Even more importantly, it provides

an opportunity for showcasing In-

dia’s ability to deal with national

emergencies.

Bird flu: Some lessons?
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