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OPED

Preparations are being done in Afghanistan
for the annual celebration of Independence
day. There will be festivities and sports at Ka-
suh and at all the provisional capitals. A
small commission, headed by Major Brett of
the political department, is about to pro-
ceed to Kabul to discuss with the Afghan go-
vernment the details of a Trade Convention
in pursuance of the terms of the treaty of
1921. With the increased traffic, especially
heavy motor traffic between Peshwar and
Kabul, the inadequacy of the present road
which is subject to the full force of floods
and storms and the exceptionally heavy
rains of the present summer have reduced it
to a very bad condition. The neglect of re-
pairs was recently commented upon unfa-
vourably by a Jelalabad newspaper. There
has been a minor inter-tribal fighting among
the Mohmads but this has died down. The
number of raids has significantly decreased
quietly. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO AUGUST 23, 1922

Independence Day 

As we come to India@75, the Angan-
wadi system, part of the Integrated
Child Development Scheme (ICDS) of
the government which serves over
30 million children in the age group
of 3-6 in 1.3 million centres across the
country, should have been a tri-
umph. 

The ICDS scheme is designed to
support all children under six with
their health, nutrition, and educa-
tion needs — done right, this would
make India a leader in the next 25
years in early childhood education
and deliver our delayed demograph-
ic dividend. However, while across
India over 70% of children are en-
rolled in Anganwadis, they are
plagued by low attendance — parents
simply do not perceive Anganwadi
centres as centres of learning.

Role of parents
Parents’ perceptions of Anganwadis
are shaped by how the system views
them. In ICDS reports, parents are
routinely addressed as “beneficiar-
ies” — passive recipients of ration,
immunisation camps, and lately,
education. But this is not how pa-
rents view themselves or their chil-
dren. Education for them is a gate-
way to meeting their aspirations, and
a pathway to social mobility so that
their children can have opportuni-
ties they missed out on. Enrolment
rates for primary school reaching ov-
er 90% are a direct consequence of
the link in parents’ minds that educa-
tion leads to opportunities for a bet-
ter life. 

However, the education ecosys-
tem, including the early childhood
care & education (ECCE)/ Anganwadi
system, is not willing to speak pa-
rents’ language. Those of us in the
ECCE space often claim to know
what parents should want for their
children better than they know
themselves. But it is not a Sisyphean
task to understand what parents
want — we simply need to ask them.
In surveys that we have conducted
repeatedly with rural and urban pa-
rents of 3-6 year old children, over

80% of parents consistently tell us
that their kids’ best pathway for so-
cial mobility through education is via
learning English (speaking and writ-
ing) and math skills. This is what they
look for when they enrol and send
their children to a learning centre.

Anganwadi systems, with the best
of intentions, do not fulfil parents’
demands. The ECCE curricula for dif-
ferent States instead focus on local
language-driven, and play-based pe-
dagogy recommended by leading
educators in India for this age group.
They prescribe free and guided play-
based, activity-based learning, facili-
tated by a skilled educator — without
much thought given to how parents
might perceive learning of this sort.
No wonder then that when asked
about what they thought about the
importance of play, a parent told us,
“Your kids should study, and ours
should play?”

Low attendance in Anganwadis is
a tragedy for India’s children’s deve-
lopment. According to experts, the
ideal preschool has a skilled facilita-
tor who ensures that children spend
most of their time in free and guided
play. It includes exploring and ma-
nipulating their physical environ-
ments to develop early language, ear-
ly numeracy, socio-emotional,
executive function, and motor skills
— at a rate of neuronal activity that
they will never get back once they get
older. The best Anganwadis in many
States do look a lot like this. Staffed
by Anganwadi workers with roots in
play-based pedagogy, attending the
Anganwadi for the prescribed two
hours a day helps children build crit-
ical skills by playing with inexpen-
sive, locally made, indestructible
toys in a group setting. 

However, by ignoring or belittling
parents’ aspirations and demands
(with the best of intentions), we have
pushed parents to vote with their
feet and leave the Anganwadi sys-
tem. They are sending their children
to the opposite of Anganwadi class-
rooms — to private preschools that
are downward extensions of primary
school. Here the 3-, 4-, and 5-year-old
children sit in neat rows, practicing
joyless, rote-based learning and me-
morisation of letters and numbers to
the exclusion of all else. Over 7 mil-
lion children in India attend these
age-inappropriate private preschools
that focus on rote learning from the
earliest ages. 

Importance of language
To support our children best, we
have to start by not patronising pa-
rents and ignoring their powerful,
expressed needs for English lan-
guage skills, writing, and maths. We
must meet parents in the middle to
have any chance of impact at scale in
the short term. This can be done in
easy ways — exposing children to the
English language at an early age in an
age appropriate, non-intimidating
way — while recognising that the lan-
guage spoken at home is the best way
to reach fluency in any other lan-
guage. 

Giving children a pencil to scribble
for a few minutes a day, of course
without making them write letters
and numbers endlessly, is a great
way to support fine motor skills and
later writing. Exhibiting the wonder
of maths through fun activities like
estimation, comparison, sorting, and
seriation could help reduce the fear
and paralysis of maths that gets in
their way of succeeding in STEM in

later years. Why not ‘catch them
young’ and impart the idea that
maths is fun, easy, and omnipresent
to the youngest children? Studies
have shown that feeling like one is a
part of the ‘maths community’ great-
ly aids reducing this fear, which
changes numeracy outcomes later in
life.

Anganwadi centres can follow reg-
ular daily schedules that balance
time spent on self-directed free play
and teacher-led activities focused on
developing cognitive, literacy and
numeracy skills. They can also con-
duct regular Shiksha Choupals (pa-
rent - teacher meetings) to showcase
the learning happening in the Angan-
wadi to the parent community to bol-
ster their trust in this institution. Ad-
ditionally, regular messages can be
shared with the parents to equip
them on the nature of engagement
expected from them to maintain the
momentum of what is learnt at
school. 

However, changing ECCE curricu-
la to make room for parents’ mind-
sets in the short term does not mean
that we accept mindsets or percep-
tions as a given in the long term — es-
pecially as they relate to genuinely
unproductive practices like rote-
based, memorisation-heavy learning
at the early ages. We have sufficient
empirical evidence of mindset
change from education’s own
“School Chalen Hum” to the Swachh
Bharat Abhiyaan campaign, that we
can change minds and behaviours
with sustained action and mass cam-
paigns. A mass campaign for aware-
ness of age appropriate ECCE that
brings parents in as stakeholders, is
crucial in the next five years — our
youngest children, and their deve-
loping brains, deserve no less. 

As the nation celebrates the joyous
occasion of India@75, Prime Minister
Narendra Modi has iterated that the
spirit of Azaadi ka Amrit Mahotsav is
establishing ‘jan-bhagidari’ (partici-
pation of citizenry) for activating In-
dia 2.0. In the ECCE ecosystem, we
need to embrace the power of ‘ab-
hibhavaak-bhagidari’ (participation
of parents) to activate Anganwadi
2.0. 

Namya Mahajan, Vibha Iyer and Anupriya
Singh are economists serving on early
childhood education policy taskforces, and
leaders of Rocket Learning, a non-profit
supporting over one million children with
early learning.

The Anganwadi scheme, designed to support children under six, is yet to fulfil its potential  

Not centres of learning yet 
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In the past few days, a Myanmar kangaroo
court sentenced country’s Nobel Prize win-
ner and civilian leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, to
a further six years imprisonment in addition
to the 11 already handed down. In July, the
Myanmar military (Tatmadaw) regime exe-
cuted four democracy activists, including a
former lawmaker. While the regime is
known to deploy harsh measures, this was
the first time since the 1980s that any democ-
racy activist was executed. The executions
followed repressions by Tatmadaw that in-
clude solitary confinement of Suu Kyi, pro-
longed detention of Australian economist
Sean Turnell, and use of heavy weaponry
and air power in civilian areas against resis-
tance groups. 

In February last year, Tatmadaw arrested
the entire civilian leadership, installed a
State Administrative Council to govern the
country, and hoped for smooth control, but
the coup has met with fierce resistance. The
current draconian measures imply that the
regime is seriously concerned that it cannot
define the future political process.

There is much diversity among the resis-
tance; young adults, members of political
parties, civil society, and even some govern-
ment officials participate in the protests.
There is a self-styled National Unity Govern-
ment (NUG) of elected members of legisla-
tures attempting to coordinate the resis-
tance, and the People’s Defence Forces
(PDFs), its armed wing, are conducting spo-
radic strikes on military targets. 

Scaled up operations
Ethnic-based armed organisations (EAOs)
have a long history of conflict with the mili-
tary, and the ceasefire process has stalled af-
ter the coup. With public disillusion with
military rule, many EAOs have scaled up op-
erations against the regime and large parts of
Myanmar are not under Tatmadaw’s control.
The regime reportedly mobilised armed mil-
itias to contain the uprising but the opposi-
tion is not dispirited. Despite limited re-
sources, the EAOs and PDFs demonstrate
resilience in confronting the regime. A Na-
tional Unity Consultative Council was set up
to ensure they operate with a shared vision
but ground level coordination is found want-
ing. While EAOs have relatively better com-
mand structures, the NUG fails to exercise

adequate control of all PDFs. 
Nevertheless, increased activity is seen

among resistance groups. Singapore’s Fo-
reign Minister Vivian Balakrishnan recently
predicted that “there is a real danger that the
coup is sliding into a civil war,” a formulation
that reflects growing concern among ASEAN
countries over its fellow-member Myanmar.
ASEAN has, to a yet-modest extent, been
forced to dilute its policy of non-interference
in the internal politics of member states, and
last year drafted a five-point agenda to re-
solve the crisis, which included mediation by
a Special Envoy. 

The current holder of this office is the
Cambodian foreign minister, who this yea-
r travelled twice to Myanmar. Unable to meet
any opposition leaders in detention, little
progress was achieved, and he expressed his
frustration by stating “even Superman can-
not solve the Myanmar problem”. . 

Support from China
There is now some agitation for ASEAN to
deploy more punitive measures, including
threat of expulsion, to spur Tatmadaw to in-
itiate dialogue with opposition groups, but it
appears the regime is not unduly perturbed
by censure from ASEAN despite significant
economic interactions, apparently confident
that it can survive with support from China.
While many countries have imposed target-
ed sanctions on Myanmar’s military and affi-
liated business circles, Chinese Foreign Mi-
nister Wang Yi received Myanmar’s foreign
minister in China last April. 

China has never hinted that it could recon-
sider its economic interests in Myanmar; in-
stead, it is inclined to enhance economic en-
gagement. Yet it is doubtful that China’s
support alone can enable Tatmadaw to over-
come its domestic challenges, and Myanmar
seems on a path towards civil strife, violence
and a faltering economy.

Given these circumstances, the question
is not whether New Delhi expressed suffi-
cient concern about the executions, but
what India could do to facilitate a stable, fed-
eral democratic polity in our neighbour. Pol-
itical instability in Myanmar has domestic
causes but inevitably spills over into India to
our detriment. Though the window of op-
portunity is narrow, India could adopt a
three-pronged strategy; collaborating with
like-minded ASEAN countries; urging Tatma-
daw to start a genuine reconciliation pro-
cess; and preparing the political/administra-
tive resources in Northeast India to provide
humanitarian aid to affected people across
the border.

Krishnan Srinivasan is a former foreign secretary.
Sanjay Pulipaka is an independent researcher.

Executions in Myanmar 
The window of opportunity is narrow, but India must help
bring stability 
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DATA POINT

Nearly two weeks ago, Chief Minis-
ters expressed their concern about
dwindling State revenues in a NITI
Aayog meeting chaired by the Prime
Minister. They sought a higher share
in the divisible pool of taxes and an
extension of GST compensation,
both of which have long remained a
bone of contention between the Un-
ion government and the States. 

States’ financial health had taken a
turn for the worse with the imple-
mentation of the Ujwal DISCOM As-
surance Yojana, farm loan waivers, as
also the slowdown in growth in 2019-
20. But, heightened expenses during
the pandemic and a revenue shortfall
further strained their finances. 

It is in this context that it becomes
important to understand who raises
the revenue and who carries the bulk
of expenditure. The Constitution
grants the Union government more
revenue-raising powers while the
States are tasked to undertake most
of the development and welfare-re-
lated responsibilities. According to
the 15th Finance Commission’s re-
port, in FY19, the Union government
raised 62.7% of the total resources
raised by the Union government and
States, while States had borne 62.4%
of the aggregate expenditure. Chart 1
shows the Union government’s and
States’ share in total resources raised
and total expenditure borne in FY19.

This allocation of taxation powers
and expenditure responsibilities re-
sults in an imbalance, and hence the
Constitution provides for sharing of
the Union government’s revenue
with the States. Successive Finance
Commissions (FC) have attempted to
reduce the imbalance by increasing
the States’ share in Central taxes.
Although the 14th and 15th FC raised
the share of States in gross taxes to
over 40%, the actual share never
reached this mandated level. After
reaching a peak of 36.6% in FY19,
States’ share fell and has since stag-
nated at around 29%. At the same
time, the gap between the share re-
commended by the FC and the actual
devolution has widened to more than
11 percentage points, the highest in at
least two decades. Chart 2 shows the

States’ share in the divisible pool of
taxes mandated by the FC and the ac-
tual share devolved to the States.

So, even though FC raised the
States’ share in Central taxes, it
didn’t translate into an increase in
the actual share devolved as the di-
visible pool shrank. This can be ex-
plained by illustrating the revenue
sharing during the pandemic. As the
gross tax revenues took a hit during
the pandemic, the States’ share of the
Union government’s taxes recorded a
steep fall of 15% and 9% in FY20 and
FY21, respectively. But, the Union go-
vernment’s share continued to rise.
This is because the Centre beefed up
its revenue by levying cesses and sur-
charges which are not shareable with
the States. Chart 3 shows the States’
and Union government’s share of
gross tax revenue.

In the past few years, the share of
cesses and surcharges in gross tax re-
venue has risen significantly. From
10.4% in FY12, their share climbed up
to 20% by FY21, suggesting the Union
government’s excessive reliance on
these instruments to raise revenue.
While the surge in cess/surcharge re-
venue, largely through duties on fuel
has swelled the Union government’s
coffers, this has also shrunk the divis-
ible pool of resources. Chart 4 shows
the share of cesses and surcharges in
gross tax revenue.

Various cesses and charges are im-
posed by the government to raise re-
sources. They are transferred to Re-
serve Funds to ensure that they are
being used for the intended purpose.
Worryingly, in FY20, about 40% of
the cesses levied — worth ₹78,000
crore — were not transferred to the
Reserve Funds. Between FY10 and
FY20, ₹1.28 lakh crore was collected
as a cess on crude oil. However, not a
single penny was transferred to the
Oil Industry Development Board
(OIDB). Table 5 lists the issues flagged
by the Comptroller and Auditor Gen-
eral with respect to cesses and levies. 

The shrinking of the divisible pool
despite a higher burden on expendi-
ture on States suggests that the Chief
Ministers’ grouse appears to be valid
and requires redressal.

nihalani.j@thehindu.co.in

A Centre-State skew further widened 
The share of the States in divisible pool is shrinking despite their carrying a higher burden of expenditure
Jasmin Nihalani New Delhi, Aug. 22: The Cabinet which con-

sidered the Uganda developments to-day de-
cided to depute a senior Indian official to
dissuade Gen. Amin from enforcing his ex-
pulsion order within the stipulated 90-day
time limit and avoid terrible hardship and
near destitution to tens of thousands of peo-
ple. The Additional Secretary in the External
Affairs Ministry dealing with the Uganda
problems, Mr. M.A. Rehman, is likely to be
sent to Kampala on this delicate diplomatic
mission to make a well-meaning effort to al-
leviate the bad plight of these people. But
there is little hope that Gen. Amin will listen
to reason since he is determined to buy time
for this own survival by appeasing the hoth-
eads in his army who have been pressing for
the expulsion of all people of Asian origin
and virtual expropriation of their properties
and business establishments. The External
Affairs Ministry has already sent two diplo-
matic officers and four assistants to streng-
then the Indian High Commission in Kampa-
la and another 10 or 12 are likely to be sent
soon to deal with this extraordinary situa-
tion. A series of high-level meetings are tak-
ing place among the Ministries of External
Affairs, Home, Finance, Transport and Reh-
abilitation to work out contingency plans for
tackling the political and human aspects of
this problem.

FIFTY YEARS AGO AUGUST 23, 1972

Top Indian official to visit Uganda 
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FROM THE ARCHIVES






































