Untenable

M.J. Akbar should have resigned.
Or else, asked to go

he Minister of State for External Affairs, M.]. Ak-
Tbar, should have done the only right thing in the

circumstances — resign. This was the only course
to limit the already significant damage to the high office
he holds. His legacy in Indian journalism would also
have been better served had he quit first and attempted
to defend himself legally or otherwise later. Unfortu-
nately, he chose not to. Upon his return to Delhi from
an overseas official trip on Sunday, he went on the of-
fensive by dismissing the long string of charges of sex-
ual harassment made against him by former women
colleagues as a tissue of lies. He chose to spin an uncon-
vincing web of conspiracy around the sudden spate of
the #MeToo disclosures over the last week. Mr. Akbar’s
basic theme: with elections round the corner, these
charges are motivated. There is a second, more specific
line in his attempted defence — one that suggests that
the gravamen of the charges is vague and unsubstan-
tiated. While it is true that not every one of the dozen or
so women have claimed they were physically assaulted,
the overall picture they have painted is that of a syste-
matic pattern of sexual harassment. Their stories range
from suggestiveness and innuendo to outright molesta-
tion. Together they make for sad and worrying reading,
but at least a couple highlight how far he seemed willing
to go. Ghazala Wahab, now executive editor at FORCE
magazine, has written of repeated molestation at his
hands in the mid-1990s when he was her editor at Asian
Age. Majlie de Puy Kamp, now a New York-based repor-
ter, has spoken of how a decade later he forcibly kissed
her, when she was 18 and interning with him.

Mr. Akbar’s conspiracy theory that the #MeToo
charges have settled upon him because elections are
now looming is weak and totally unconvincing. He has
no political heft and a conspiracy to tarnish him and se-
cure his speedy exit from the Narendra Modi govern-
ment would have left it none the weaker. Now that he
has decided to dig his heels in, the focus cannot but
shift to Prime Minister Narendra Modi. Why wasn’t his
resignation demanded and secured on his return to the
Capital? Surely, the Prime Minister had more than
enough time to sift through the charges, take stock of
Mr. Akbar’s alleged misdemeanours and conclude
whether he should continue in the Cabinet. By failing to
immediately force him to step down, Mr. Modi has sent
an unfortunate message about his government’s atti-
tude to harassment and the protection of women in
workspaces. He has appeared as if he is standing be-
hind Mr. Akbar and will be perceived by many as having
failed India’s women.

Resisting resistance

India needs to strengthen and implement
regulations on antibiotic misuse

ven as antibiotics lose their efficacy against dead-
Ely infectious diseases worldwide, it seems to be

business as usual for governments, private cor-
porations and individuals who have the power to stall a
post-antibiotic apocalypse. In a recent investigation, it
was found that the world’s largest veterinary drug-mak-
er, Zoetis, was selling antibiotics as growth promoters
to poultry farmers in India, even though it had stopped
the practice in the U.S. India is yet to regulate antibiotic-
use in poultry, while the U.S. banned the use of antibiot-
ics as growth-promoters in early 2017. So, technically,
the drug-maker was doing nothing illegal and comply-
ing with local regulations in both countries. But such
reasoning is self-defeating, because antibiotic-resis-
tance does not respect political boundaries. Of course,
the country that stands to lose the most from antibiotic
resistance is India, given that its burden of infectious
disease is among the world’s highest. According to a
2016 PLOS Medicine paper, 416 of every 100,000 In-
dians die of infectious diseases each year. This is more
than twice the U.S.’s crude infectious-disease mortality-
rate in the 1940s, when antibiotics were first used there.
If these miracle drugs stop working, no one will be hit
harder than India.

This is why the country’s progress towards a tighter
regulatory regime must pick up pace. Consider the
three major sources of resistance: overuse of antibiotics
by human beings; overuse in the veterinary sector; and
environmental antibiotic contamination due to phar-
maceutical and hospital discharge. To tackle the first
source, India classified important antibiotics under
Schedule H1 of the Drugs and Cosmetics Rules 1945, so
that they couldn’t be sold without prescriptions. Still,
Schedule H1 drugs are freely available in pharmacies,
with state drug-controllers unable to enforce the law
widely. As far as veterinary use goes, India’s 2017 Na-
tional Action Plan on Antimicrobial Resistance did talk
about restricting antibiotic use as growth promoters.
Sadly, no progress has been made on this front yet, al-
lowing companies to sell last-resort drugs to farmers ov-
er the counter. The 2017 document also spoke about
regulating antibiotics levels in discharge from pharma-
ceutical firms. For instance, Hyderabad’s pharmaceuti-
cal industry has been pumping massive amounts of an-
tibiotics into local lakes, rivers and sewers. This has led
to an explosion in resistance genes in these waterbo-
dies. Still, India is yet to introduce standards for anti-
biotics in waste water, which means antibiotic dis-
charge in sewage is not even being monitored regularly.
As the country takes its time to formulate regulations,
the toll from antibiotic-misuse is growing at an alarming
rate. According to a 2013 estimate, around 58,000 new-
borns die in India each year due to sepsis from resistant
bacteria. When these numbers mount, India will have
no one to blame but itself.
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Journalism after #MeToo

The Indian newsroom must be made safe and equal for women — or it will lose all credibility

MEERA SRINIVASAN &
ANANTH KRISHNAN

ver the last week, Indian
O journalism has finally been
forced to confront what has
long been its dirty secret. Going by
the numerous agonising accounts
of women journalists, about some
male colleagues and editors abus-
ing power and crossing the line, it
appears that sexual harassment is
no media outlet’s exclusive story.
With such prevalence, testified
credibly by many of our own, the
need for introspection and correc-
tive action is urgent.

Open secrets

While the rest of the country may
have been left shocked by the dis-
turbing allegations, from at least
10 women, aimed at veteran jour-
nalist — and now Minister of State
for External Affairs — M.]. Akbar,
not a single reporter, in all likeli-
hood, batted an eyelid in news-
rooms across the country. On Sun-
day, Mr. Akbar, who returned from
a week-long trip to Africa, denied
the allegations terming them
“baseless” and said he would take
legal action against accusers. A
week after a flurry of allegations
against him began emerging, the
government and the Ministry of
External Affairs continue to main-
tain deplorable silence, casting
doubt on the likelihood of any pro-
cess of inquiry.

For the brave women outing
their past and present predator-
colleagues or bosses, it cannot be
easy. The incidents are bound to
revive disturbing memories of be-
ing assaulted by power and toxic
masculinity. Among those who
have come forward, former Asian

Age journalist Ghazala Wahab
shared a distressing account from
1997, of being allegedly harassed
by Mr. Akbar when she worked for
him. Just as troubling was Ms. Wa-
hab’s recollection of how her su-
periors, including senior women
colleagues at the paper, respond-
ed to her account, saying it was
“entirely her call”. As Ms. Wahab
wrote, “I was alone, confused,
helpless and extremely
frightened.”

Nothing can be more disillu-
sioning than this for a young jour-
nalist beginning her career with
hope and idealism — and it should
worry us that in 2018, across news-
rooms, responses to such cases
may not be very different. Which
is why many women ultimately
choose to leave their jobs, or seek
employment elsewhere, when
they confront inappropriate beha-
viour from their colleagues.

The Editors Guild of India, in a
statement, said: “The newsroom
in our profession is a relatively in-
formal, free-spirited and hallowed
space. It must be protected.” Many
of us, journalists, too like to think
of — and perhaps even romanticise
— our workplaces as being sacred,
liberal spaces unbound by con-
straints. Sadly, what these cases
have shown is the exact opposite.

Understand the moment
Women journalists coming for-
ward to put out their stories —
when they have nothing to gain,
and much to lose — has now trig-
gered a long overdue self-reflec-
tion in Indian newsrooms. Howev-
er, this is only the start. Naming
and shaming perpetrators could
be cathartic for the victims, but
may not, by itself, lead to any rad-
ical change in the outmoded ways
that many newsrooms still
function.

Indian news organisations are
by no means unique in being slow
to crack down on inappropriate —
in some instances, criminal — be-
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haviour in their workspaces that
still remain hostile for women. Yet
newsrooms are faced with particu-
lar challenges.

Where do news organisations
go from here? An obvious starting
point is to implement, in earnest,
the Sexual Harassment of Women
at Workplace (Prevention, Prohibi-
tion and Redressal) Act, 2013,
which superseded the earlier 1997
Vishakha guidelines. Further, we
need to broaden our reading of the
“workplace”, to include the field
when a reporter travels with her
colleague on assignment, or even
a co-worker’s vehicle. Organisa-
tions must provide safe transport
for women on late shifts. As the
Network of Women in Media, In-
dia said in its statement, editors
must ensure that stories are not
privileged over the safety of their
staff.

Second, there is an urgent need
for effective internal complaint
committees (ICCs). All journalists
must be made aware of the ICC
and the option to file a complaint
there. While setting up these com-
mittees, organisations must be
mindful of internal power struc-
tures that often load the dice in fa-
vour of those wielding more
power.

The key word, however, is “ef-
fective”. Workplaces that foster
environments that are hostile to
women who speak up render an
ICC meaningless. Very often, those
who complain about their discom-
fort are readily branded “trouble-

some”, “fussy” or “thin-skinned”,
discouraging others from raising
similar concern. #Metoo is per-
haps the antithesis of due process
— but conversely, it is by streng-
thening due process that we can
even begin to address this crisis
institutionally.

Call out harassment

The spate of reactions from some
(usually male) quarters to the alle-
gations that have surfaced now,
suggesting that the women “tri-
vialise” more aggravated cases of
sexual harassment involving phys-
ical violence, is a stark indication
that we still have a long way to go
in understanding what is and isn’t
acceptable behaviour. This, des-
pite the fact that sexual harass-
ment — even by law — is defined as
not just “physical contact and ad-
vances involving unwelcome and
explicit sexual overtures” but also
“making sexually coloured re-
marks” or “any other unwelcome
physical, verbal or non-verbal con-
duct of sexual nature”. Harass-
ment comes in many forms and
varying intensities. Dismissing
some of it as “harmless flirting” or
as “jest” trivialises the issue. Rais-
ing it doesn’t.

Without doubt, there is a need
for proactive sensitisation, even
within the “all-knowing” media.
The 2013 Act lists organising regu-
lar workshops and awareness pro-
grammes as part of the employers’
duties. But Indian workplaces —
not just newsrooms — are utterly
inadequate on this front. As jour-
nalists with over a decade’s expe-
rience in different newsrooms and
speaking to journalists across the
breadth of the Indian media, our
sense is that sensitisation is non-
existent. Lewd jokes are common-
place in many newsrooms. So is
misogyny.

In 2011, the Niira Radia tapes
presented Indian journalism with
a glorious opportunity to ask itself
tough questions about the cosy
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proximity that mediapersons
shared with the corporate world
and the government. It failed to
seize that chance. Many of those
journalists have continued in their
careers, the outrage long forgot-
ten. For organisations, it soon be-
came business as usual. Seven
years later, #MeToo is posing an
even more difficult question for In-
dian journalism. It presents an
even greater opportunity for criti-
cal reflection and radical change.

The newsroom, for a lot of us, is
a space for adrenaline rushes,
fierce intellectual battles, excite-
ment, learning and unlearning.
Some of us inhabiting it shouldn’t
have to be preoccupied with being
wary and guarded with col-
leagues. Some of us shouldn’t feel
less safe, and most importantly,
some of us shouldn’t be made to
feel less equal.

Are we going to let constraint
and inhibition, caused by every-
day anxiety at the workplace, take
our collective focus off telling sto-
ries that matter and speaking truth
to power?

Litmus test
We need healthy camaraderie in
place of needless caution. Res-
pect, not condescension. We
would like colleagues to engage
with us, not be patronising. And
the fact that we are still having to
demand these is telling. We do
realise that the media world, after
all, despite its many self-righteous
claims, is not insulated from the
larger, patriarchal world. But as
journalists, if we are fundamental-
ly bothered by discrimination in
society, as we should be, there is a
lot of cleaning up to do in our own
backyards.

#TimesUp.

Meera Srinivasan is The Hindu’s
correspondent in Sri Lanka. Ananth
Krishnan is a Visiting Fellow at Brookings
India and was formerly The Hindu’s
correspondent in China

Helping the invisible hands of agriculture

With the feminisation of agriculture’ picking up pace, the challenges women farmers face can no longer be ignored

SEEMA BATHLA & RAVI KIRAN

ctober 15 is observed, res-
Opectively, as International
Day of Rural Women by the
United Nations, and National Wo-
men’s Farmer’s Day (Rashtriya Ma-
hila Kisan Diwas) in India. In 2016,
the Ministry of Agriculture and
Farmers’ Welfare decided to take
the lead in celebrating the event,
duly recognising the multidimen-
sional role of women at every
stage in agriculture — from sowing
to planting, drainage, irrigation,
fertilizer, plant protection, har-
vesting, weeding, and storage.
This year, the Ministry has pro-
posed deliberations to discuss the
challenges that women farmers
face in crop cultivation, animal
husbandry, dairying and fisheries.
The aim is to work towards an ac-
tion plan using better access to
credit, skill development and en-
trepreneurial opportunities.

Data and reality

Yet, paying lip service to them is
not going to alleviate their drud-
gery and hardships in the fields.
According to Oxfam India, women
are responsible for about 60-80%
of food and 90% of dairy produc-
tion, respectively. The work by
women farmers, in crop cultiva-
tion, livestock management or at
home, often goes unnoticed. At-

tempts by the government to im-
part them training in poultry, api-
culture and rural handicrafts is
trivial given their large numbers.
In order to sustain women’s inter-
est in farming and also their uplift,
there must be a vision backed by
an appropriate policy and doable
action plans.

The Agriculture Census (2010-
11) shows that out of an estimated
118.7 million cultivators, 30.3%
were females. Similarly, out of an
estimated 144.3 million agricultu-
ral labourers, 42.6% were females.
In terms of ownership of opera-
tional holdings, the latest Agricul-
ture Census (2015-16) is startling.
Out of a total 146 million opera-
tional holdings, the percentage
share of female operational hol-
ders is 13.87% (20.25 million), a
nearly one percentage increase ov-
er five years. While the “feminisa-
tion of agriculture” is taking place
at a fast pace, the government has
yet to gear up to address the chal-
lenges that women farmers and la-
bourers face.

Issue of land ownership
The biggest challenge is the po-
werlessness of women in terms of
claiming ownership of the land
they have been cultivating. In Cen-
sus 2015, almost 86% of women
farmers are devoid of this proper-
ty right in land perhaps on ac-
count of the patriarchal set up in
our society. Notably, a lack of ow-
nership of land does not allow wo-
men farmers to approach banks
for institutional loans as banks
usually consider land as collateral.
Research worldwide shows that
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women with access to secure land,
formal credit and access to market
have greater propensity in making
investments in improving harvest,
increasing productivity, and im-
proving household food security
and nutrition. Provision of credit
without collateral under the mi-
cro-finance initiative of the Nation-
al Bank for Agriculture and Rural
Development should be encour-
aged. Better access to credit, tech-
nology, and provision of entrepre-
neurship abilities will further
boost women’s confidence and
help them gain recognition as
farmers. As of now, women farm-
ers have hardly any representation
in society and are nowhere discer-
nible in farmers’ organisations or
in occasional protests. They are
the invisible workers without
which the agricultural economy is
hard to grow.

Second, land holdings have
doubled over the years with the re-
sult that the average size of farms
has shrunk. Therefore, a majority
of farmers fall under the small and
marginal category, having less
than 2 ha of land — a category that,

undisputedly, includes women
farmers. A declining size of land
holdings may act as a deterrent
due to lower net returns earned
and technology adoption. The
possibility of collective farming
can be encouraged to make wo-
men selfreliant. Training and
skills imparted to women as has
been done by some self-help
groups and cooperative-based dai-
ry activities (Saras in Rajasthan
and Amul in Gujarat). These can
be explored further through farm-
er producer organisations. More-
over, government flagship
schemes such as the National Food
Security Mission, Sub-mission on
Seed and Planting Material and the
Rashtriya Krishi Vikas Yojana must
include women-centric strategies
and dedicated expenditure.

Gender-friendly machinery

Third, female cultivators and la-
bourers generally perform labour-
intensive tasks (hoeing, grass cut-
ting, weeding, picking, cotton
stick collection, looking after lives-
tock). In addition to working on
the farm, they have household and
familial responsibilities. Despite
more work (paid and unpaid) for
longer hours when compared to
male farmers, women farmers can
neither make any claim on output
nor ask for a higher wage rate. An
increased work burden with lower
compensation is a key factor res-
ponsible for their marginalisation.
It is important to have gender-
friendly tools and machinery for
various farm operations. Most
farm machinery is difficult for wo-
men to operate. Manufacturers

should be incentivised to come up
with better solutions. Farm ma-
chinery banks and custom hiring
centres promoted by many State
governments can be roped in to
provide subsidised rental services
to women farmers.

Last, when compared to men,
women generally have less access
to resources and modern inputs
(seeds, fertilizers, pesticides) to
make farming more productive.
The Food and Agriculture Organi-
sation says that equalising access
to productive resources for female
and male farmers could increase
agricultural output in developing
countries by as much as 2.5% to
4%. Krishi Vigyan Kendras in every
district can be assigned an addi-
tional task to educate and train
women farmers about innovative
technology along with extension
services.

As more women are getting into
farming, the foremost task for
their sustenance is to assign pro-
perty rights in land. Once women
farmers are listed as primary ear-
ners and owners of land assets, ac-
ceptance will ensue and their ac-
tivities will expand to acquiring
loans, deciding the crops to be
grown using appropriate technol-
ogy and machines, and disposing
of produce to village traders or in
wholesale markets, thus elevating
their place as real and visible farm-
ers.

Seema Bathla and Ravi Kiran are
Professor and research scholar,
respectively, at the Centre for the Study of
Regional Development, Jawaharlal Nehru
University, New Delhi
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The #MeToo whistle
The #MeToo movement in
India appears to be
mirroring what is
happening in the West — of
predators in high positions
in visible and high-profile
professions being named
and shamed. If those
shamed express genuine
remorse for their past
conduct, it does alleviate
the pain of the victim and
gives her partial relief.
Unfortunately, one cannot
expect this from men in
India, used as they are to
patriarchal entitlement. It
also requires high moral
standards and courage to
admit wrong-doing. With
large-scale social transition
sweeping the world and
women becoming truly
independent, men have to

recognise and adapt to the
changes.

MOHANRA] THANGAVEL,
Coimbatore

= The #MeToo movement
gaining pace is obviously a
right step in the right
direction. Whether or not all
of these allegations are true
is not a matter of concern.
What matters is that women
are now coming forward
without the fear of being
ashamed. It is sad that the
law and the administration
have largely failed us as a
democracy.

SHANTANU MISHRA,
Lucknow, Uttar Pradesh

Stubble burning

A paucity of enforcement
agencies is a root cause of
the hardship being faced due

to stubble burning (“It’s a
foggy autumn as farmers
start burning stubble”,
October 14). Last year, the
burning led to a severe
deterioration in air quality.
Despite the backing of the
Union Agriculture Ministry,
work at the ground level is
negligible in Punjab. Most
farmers still cite ‘stubble
burning’ as the fast, easiest
and cost-effective way to
clear their fields. A toll free
number for complaints along
with an app in which a
‘photograph+location’ that
could be sent to the
authorities concerned can
help to curb the issue.
Further, satellite monitoring
technologies can be made
use of.

AVIK SETH,
Zirakpur, Mohali, Punjab

= A comprehensive strategy
needs to be drawn up to
address this emerging
problem. Today, it is Punjab
and Haryana, tomorrow it
could be other parts of India
as air currents do not have
geographical boundaries.
Even in Telangana, in Nirmal
district, farmers can be
found burning paddy stubble
every year. It is clear that
there is no awareness. A
uniform national policy is
required so that all States
understand the gravity of the
problem.

T. SAMPATH KUMAR,
Nirmal, Telangana

Health care for hamlets
Medical services as far as
tribal habitations are
concerned are virtually
non-existent. Most of the

time one comes across media
reports of tribal patients
being transported in a
primitive manner (such as in
a doli) to reach the nearest
health centre. In spite of
numerous technological
developments in medicine
and the mushroom-like
growth of corporate
hospitals, health care for the
marginalised and weaker
sections continues to be
neglected.

It is unfortunate that health
care has a predominantly
urban focus. Why does the
corporate sector not come
forward and adopt tribal
areas (“Medics on
motorbikes provide SOS
service for remote villages”,
October 14)?

J.P. REDDY,
Nalgonda, Telangana

Kolar’s water distress
There are many pertinent
questions that come to mind
(‘Ground Zero’ page, “A
parched land, in a sea of
sewage”, October 13).
cannot comprehend why a
drought-hit, semi- arid
district such as Kolar still
adheres to water-intensive
agricultural practices such as
horticulture and eucalyptus
plantations. Indiscriminate
and ill-regulated sinking of
borewells will only
exacerbate the problem.
While the matter is sub-
judice, any solution that is
found should consider all
such aspects of this complex
ecological issue.

Dr. YOGA VASISHTA V.,
Guntur, Andhra Pradesh
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