
A
s the spectators filed past the
Temple of Zeus into the stadium at
Olympia in 152 BC, a few must
have murmured to themselves

that Leonidas of Rhodes might as well have
stayed home. The runner, at 36, was trying to
replicate the feats of his youth; how many in
the stands, that long-ago summer morning,
must have shaken their heads sadly in
expectation he would lose. But he did not.
For the fourth time in a row, Leonidas of
Rhodes won the 200-metre race, the 400-
metre race, and the terrifying “race in
armour”, in which athletes ran the distance
of the track carrying the heavy equipment,

including the shield of a Greek infantryman.
Leonidas was promptly declared a god by his
fellow-inhabitants of Rhodes; no mortal
man could possibly have won three medals
at four successive Olympic Games.

Leonidas’ record of 12 individual gold
medals has stood for over 2,100 years -- but
it was broken last week. Michael F Phelps,
who had planned to retire after the London
Games of 2012, lit up the pool for the fourth
Olympiad in a row. When he won the 200-
metre individual medley, he had won 13 indi-
vidual gold medals, finally beating Leonidas’
record. And, perhaps, his longevity as an
athlete is even greater; because it is worth

remembering he won the 200-metre butter-
fly in Rio after he came fifth, as a 15-year
old, at the Sydney Games in 2000. The very
next year he won that event at the swim-
ming world championships and set a new
world record while doing so.

Phelps’ position in history is assured.
When, at the 1972 Munich Games, the US
swimmer Mark Spitz — boasting the sort of
enormous moustache that was then quite
fashionable — won seven golds, it was
believed nobody would repeat it. And few
other Olympians in the modern age have
had his longevity. Perhaps the only one is
Carl Lewis, who won gold in the 1984, 1988,
1992, and 1996 Games. Like Phelps, Lewis
won in a series of different events; but he
dominated the long jump like Phelps dom-
inates the butterfly.  

Others perhaps could have had similar
longevity, but fate intervened. The “Flying

Finn”, Paavo Nurmi, who easily won every
long distance race in the 1920s, was forbid-
den from the 1932 Olympics because he
once allowed an event organiser to pay for
his travel. For others, the world wars inter-
vened — such as for Hawaiian surfer-
turned-swimmer Duke Kahanamoku, who
won medals in 1912, 1920, and 1924, but
could not in 1916, due to the First World
War. Kahanamoku’s fame never died out,
since he was essentially popularised surfing
in America and Australia — and, a year after
his last medal, saved nine people from
drowning during a storm, an event that
caused the Los Angeles County Lifeguards
— the “Baywatch” — to start using their
famous and familiar surfboards.

Certainly, just by the numbers, and by
the length of career, Phelps is the greatest
Olympian ever. But it is worth noting that
his record — and that of runners like Lewis

and Nurmi and gymnasts like Larisa
Latynina, his only real competition numer-
ically -- is boosted by the number of events
that these three types of sportsmen can
win. Sprinters have the 100m, the 200m,
and the relays; long-distance runners have
the 800m, the 1500m and the 3000m; the
gymnasts have a bewildering array of dis-
ciplines from the floor exercises to the
vault. But then what of those who are bril-
liant at one particular event — like the dis-
cus thrower Al Oerter of the US, the first to
win gold in the same discipline in four suc-
cessive Olympics since Leonidas of Rhodes.
And surely sprinters, whose bodies break
down faster, deserve more accolades for
longevity than swimmers? There’s never
any real answer to these debates. What’s
worth remembering is that, as with
Leonidas of Rhodes, some achievements
seem more than mortal.

DEEPAK BHOJWANI

In 1991, as India’s economic reforms were unfold-
ing, four South American countries — Brazil,
Argentina, Paraguay and Uruguay — founded

Mercosur, or the Southern Common Market. It is the
fifth largest economy in the world, with a GDP of
over $4 trillion and a population of 300 million. Its
territory of 15 million square km is nearly five times
that of India. Its membership has expanded to
include Venezuela, and will shortly include Bolivia.
The other six countries in South America — Chile,
Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, Guyana and Suriname —
have associate status. New Zealand and Mexico are
observers (www.mercosur.int).

Mercosur was a diplomatic milestone. Brazil and
Argentina buried their long-standing rivalry in 1985.
They finalised an Integration and Economic
Cooperation Programme (PICE) in 1988. Suave and
generous diplomacy convinced the buffer states of
Uruguay and Paraguay to sign the founding treaty of
Mercosur in March 1991. At its core, Mercosur is a
common market  and a customs union with a com-
mon external tariff (CET). The Common Market
Council, headed by the bloc’s foreign and econo-
my/finance ministers, is the prime organ.
Presidential summits are an annual feature. 

Success was evident in the rise of intra-bloc trade
from $10 billion in 1991 to $88 billion in 2000. The
1999 devaluation of the Brazilian currency, followed
by Argentina’s economic meltdown in 2001, howev-
er led to internal disputes and a protectionist outlook.
The máximum bound CET rate went up to 35 per cent
for 200 items by 2011.

Mercosur also lost ground recently due to reces-
sion in Brazil and Venezuela, and a bleak outlook for
Argentina (www.cepal.org). The economic crisis
caused by the fall in commodity prices has been
aggravated by the global downturn and lower
Chinese demand. 

With the change of governments this year in
Brazil and Argentina, Mercosur is looking to make up
for lost time with the more dynamic Pacific Alliance,
a similar trading bloc of the market-friendly Mexico,
Colombia, Peru and Chile, formed in 2011. It has also
revived free trade talks with the EU.

The political mood within Mercosur is altering the
left-leaning policies of the previous regimes in Brazil
and Argentina. If President Dilma Rousseff, sus-
pended by Brazil’s Congress, is impeached, interim
President Michel Temer will continue till at least
December 2018. President Mauricio Macri took over
in Argentina in February 2016, and re-oriented pol-
icy towards the US and Europe. Uruguay and
Paraguay want to move ahead with regional eco-
nomic integration.

Venezuela should have taken over the rotating
Mercosur presidency from Uruguay in July, but
Brazil, Paraguay and Argentina insist it has not com-
plied with its obligations on full integration, and the
transfer must have the approval of all members. The
resistance to Venezuela stems from its incongruence
within a more market-friendly Mercosur which sup-
ports the Venezuelan opposition. Despite holding a
two-thirds parliamentary majority, the opposition
coalition is virtually toothless. Shortages and hyper-
inflation have increased support for an immediate
recall referéndum against President Nicolas Maduro.
He in turn has tightened his grip by giving the mili-
tary more control.

India-Mercosur relations
India started looking at Latin America seriously this

century. Brazil has been a key strategic partner. The
relationship evolved from mutually beneficial trade
in hydrocarbons and petroleum products to include
the strategic sector (aviation); agro-industry; auto-
mobiles; chemicals and pharmaceuticals; steel and
IT. Dozens of companies have important investments

on both sides. India’s partner-
ship with Brazil in IBSA,
BRICS, and in multilateral
negotiations over trade, cli-
mate change, UN reform, etc.
provides a model South-South
relationship.

Relations with Argentina
have begun to look up recently,
going beyond the import of
edible oils, which remains size-
able. An important Indian del-
egation will participate in an

international investment and business seminar in
Buenos Aires, come September. Argentina’s govern-
ment is tweaking land ownership laws to encourage
foreign investment in agriculture. Paraguay offers
land and wáter for cultivation of soya, pulses, etc.
Uruguay was the cradle for the birth of TCS in Latin
America and offers a valuable logistics hub for India
in the region.

Trade with Mercosur
India’s trade with Latin America and the Caribbean
(minus Mexico) amounted to $ 38.48 billion in 2014-
15 (DGCI&S). The Mercosur four accounted for $ 14.24
billion, or 37 per cent. The balance in both years was
favourable for Brazil and Argentina, largely due to
massive imports of crude and edible oil, respectively.
In 2015-16, trade fell to around $10 billion, reflecting

the fall in crude prices and diesel exports by India. 
India’s exports to Mercosur in 2015-16 have fallen,

compared to 2014-15: Brazil from $6 billion to $2.65 bil-
lion; Paraguay from $106 million to $98 million; and
Uruguay from $208 million to $153 million. Exports to
Argentina rose from $460 million to $536 million.

Between 2001 and 2015, Mercosur’s exports to
India grew at 23 per cent and imports from India at
18 per cent annually. Over the years trade has dimin-
ished in proportion to each side’s global trade. In
2015, Mercosur accounted for only 1.5 per cent of
India’s exports and 3.4 per cent of its imports.

The India-Mercosur preferential tariff agreement
(PTA), effective since June 2009, offers tariff conces-
sions of between 10 and 100 per cent for 450 lines by
India, and 452 lines by Mercosur. In 2010, India pre-
sented a list for expansion of the PTA with 3,690 lines.
Mercosur presented 1,287 lines but never came up with
a supplementary list and negotiations stagnated, large-
ly due to a protectionist Argentina. Last month both
sides presented fresh lists of around 3,000 lines each.
Negotiations are expected to commence shortly. 

Fortunately, Venezuela does not form part of the
current negotiations between India and Mercosur,
which commenced in 2010. Its severe recession has
held up payments even for essential pharmaceutical
imports from India. Oil imports continue even as
ONGC awaits payment of dividends worth over $
500 million.

According to UNCTAD statistics, in 2014 Mercosur
goods imports amounted to $400 billion and its serv-
ice imports $127 billion. With the current favourable
mood on both sides and a willingness to negotiate,
there is reason for optimism and little time to lose.

The writer is a former diplomat
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On August 3, Parliament created histo-
ry with the Rajya Sabha passing the
game-changing constitutional amend-

ment Bill on GST to usher in a seamless unified
market for the whole country. On August 8, the
Lok Sabha also approved the Bill.

This pioneering economic reform is like-
ly to be operationalised by next April and
preparations are underway to roll out the
scheme by the targeted date. It will ensure
a single taxation system, and is perhaps the
biggest reform India has undertaken in
recent decades. The likelihood of a corrup-
tion-free and transparent system is anoth-
er positive aspect of it. 

The idea for an integrated GST was born
16 years ago when the NDA government led
by Atal Bihari Vajpayee set up a committee
of finance ministers headed by West
Bengal's then finance minister, Asim
Dasgupta, to make an in-depth study on
the feasibility of implementing the tax.
Later, a task force headed by the economist
Vijay Kelkar also suggested moving towards
a comprehensive GST regime.

The empowered committee, headed at
different times by different state finance
ministers, visited a number of countries for
a first-hand understanding of the pros and
cons of implementing GST, and held dis-
cussions with all the states and
various political parties in order
to bring them on board. 

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi had invited Congress
President Sonia Gandhi and for-
mer Prime Minister Manmohan
Singh for consultations in a bid
to break the deadlock. Finance
Minister Arun Jaitley then
addressed certain issues
flagged by the two Congress
leaders. Although we had the
numbers, the government was
keen to have an all-round consensus before
bringing the crucial bill for passage, as it
has long-term implications for the coun-
try’s economic growth. Some of us held dis-
cussions with leaders of almost every polit-
ical party. 

Ultimately, it is for the states to imple-
ment the GST rules and this is why the gov-
ernment sought the support of all parties
and all states. The bottom line is to have
everybody on board. Of course, there have
been some hiccups, with some manufac-
turing states afraid of losing revenue.
Finally, Mr Modi’s patience and Mr Jaitley’s
perseverance paid off, and the country is on
the verge of having a common market for
goods and services.

Once implemented, the GST regime will
be a game-changer. It will benefit traders
and investors, and provide a huge impetus
to the manufacturing sector and the econ-
omy as a whole. Ultimately, the consumer
will gain. It will improve the ease of doing
business by bringing in total transparency
and simplifying the indirect tax regime. 

Apart from meeting the deadline, the
government has a gargantuan task ahead.
While taking care of the revenues of the

states and the Centre, it will also have to
ensure that the GST rates do not hurt the
poor. That is a big challenge.

With the Centre keen to implement the
new tax regime from April 1, 2017, the
response from the states has been positive.
Many are willing to ratify the legislation at
the earliest, and some have also assured
that they will call for special sessions of
their legislatures to prevent any delay. Once
the legislation is ratified by a majority of
the 29 states and receives Presidential
assent, the GST Council will draft central
and state GST laws to be passed by
Parliament and the state Assemblies.

The passage of the amendment bill also
sends a signal to the international business
community that the NDA government will
not shy away from taking up big-ticket
reforms to improve the ease of doing busi-
ness and boost the GDP growth rate, which
is expected to increase by 1.5 to two per-
centage points as a result of the tax. It will
provide a common market for the entire
country by integrating the economy. With
this landmark reform, India will be joining
some 160 nations that are already imple-
menting a GST/VAT regime.

The GST will replace 17 indirect taxes
levied by the Centre and states, and put an
end to the cascading effect of multiple tax-
es. It will subsume indirect taxes levied by

the Centre, such as the central
excise duty and service tax,
and the states’ indirect taxes,
such as the VAT. Once this
overarching taxation system
comes into operation, many
products are expected to
become cheaper. This, in turn,
will boost consumption and
lead to higher revenues.

An integrated GST will also
bring to an end the current
system of inter-state levies
through a seamless integrat-

ed single market that will make border
check-posts a thing of the past. Hassle-free
transportation will help cut delays in move-
ment. As a result, the distortions that have
crept into the economy due to taxation by
different states will be removed. Logistics
and inventory costs for companies will
come down. 

With full input tax credit available, the
costs of capital goods are expected to come
down by about 10-12 per cent. This, in turn,
will reduce tax evasion and enhance tax
compliance. With manufacturing set to
become more competitive, exports of
Indian goods are expected to get a boost.
Some reports suggest that India will gain by
$15 billion per year with the implementa-
tion of GST.

Finally, after a 16-year wait, it will be achhe
din for the Indian people, as the standard
rate to be fixed by the proposed GST Council
is expected to be much lower than the cur-
rent rates of 20-30 per cent. The GST regime
is part of Mr Modi’s vision of transforming
India into a leading economic power.   

The writer is Union minister for information &
broadcasting and urban development

In contrast to previous sessions, which showcased the sever-
ity of the acrimony between the treasury and opposition
benches, the monsoon session of Parliament was marked by
a rare coming together that allowed the government to get cru-
cial and long-awaited reform legislation like the GST passed.
Both Houses passed 14 laws as the Lok Sabha worked for 101
per cent of its scheduled work hours and the Rajya Sabha
through 96 per cent of its expected work time. Credit for this
must be shared by government and opposition, but it goes
more to the government which, in the last instance, is respon-
sible for the smooth functioning of the House. The GST bill
was the showpiece of the session, but other important bills
included the Mental Health Care Bill, 2013, for instance, which
decriminalises the attempt to suicide — it was passed by the
Rajya Sabha and is now pending passage in the Lok Sabha.
There were important debates on the Kashmir violence and
the increasing attacks on Dalits in many parts of the country.
These debates had their share of tense moments, but senior
members of both government and opposition were careful not
to let political differences derail deliberations. 

Hopefully, both sides will build on the new mellowness in

government-opposition relations. Of course, Parliament will
always mirror the ideological positions of the parties, and
their disagreements and differences. But both sides must
guard against the vicious polarisation that all too often makes
dialogue impossible.

The Indian Express, August 13

Why Mercosur is good for India

The greatest Olympian
Michael Phelps’ position in sports history is assured

With the Southern Common Market poised for rejuvenation, and eager to negotiate an expanded trade
agreement with India, New Delhi has little time to lose

Monsoon session saw govt
and opposition work together

Both sides must guard against the
polarisation that disrupts dialogue 

Shortage of judges, inade-
quate infrastructure and
resource constraints are
perennial problems of the
judiciary. However, what has
led to judicial lamentation in
recent times is the question
whether too much of the
Supreme Court’s valuable
time is consumed by mun-
dane cases involving noth-
ing more than the rights and
interests of rival parties.
There are two separate rea-
sons why the Supreme Court
is bogged down by routine
litigation: the first is the ten-
dency among litigants to
seek special leave to appeal
against any order or decision
of the high courts and tri-
bunals; the second is the pro-
vision for statutory appeals
against orders of various tri-
bunals. The court has asked

the Law Commission to
examine whether allowing
such direct statutory appeals
is affecting its primary role.

Part of the blame has to
be borne by the judges of the
Supreme Court themselves.
The power to grant special
leave is one that is meant to
be used sparingly; in prac-
tice it is used much too lib-
erally. This has an impact on
the time and number of
judges devoted to hearing
matters of constitutional
importance. The court’s con-
cern also extends to laws
ousting the jurisdiction of
high courts by the establish-
ment of various tribunals.
Such provisions result in the
Supreme Court being the
first appellate court.

The Hindu, August 12  

Mundane burden

SC bogged down by routine litigation
A proposal to make the giving
of bribes by a private person to
a government official a crime
under the Prevention of
Corruption (PC) Act has found
favour with all parties. Thus
far such persons could only
be prosecuted under abet-
ment laws. The new proposal
should be a step towards
building a wider framework
to check corruption, a phe-
nomenon that has a way of
getting past all checks. The
select parliamentary commit-
tee that examined the amend-
ment to the PC Act has also
recommended that private
organisations, NGOs, or com-
panies that an indicted per-
son represents should also
be held responsible under the
same law. This immediately
brings pressure on such
organisations to not only stay

clean but also build internal
mechanisms that proactive-
ly ensure even their employ-
ees don’t seek business in cor-
rupt ways.

The ‘victimhood’ of the
bribe-giver can no longer be
an excuse, as often it is a case
of inducement rather than
helplessness. There are mech-
anisms and agencies in place,
including courts, to seek rem-
edy if a particular organisation
believes it is being unfairly
denied equal opportunity. Yet,
a major source of purchasable
influence continues to elude
scrutiny — the funding of
political parties, which is not
in the public domain. All polit-
ical parties are dependent
upon corporate donations —
unaccounted, unaudited. 

The Tribune, August 13

Guilt of the bribe-giver

Change in anti-corruption law on way

GST shows Modi govt
isn’t shy of big reforms

> OTHER VIEWS

OPINION 11
>

Volume  X Number 22
NEW DELHI  |  14 AUGUST 2016

REUTERS

Brasil, a key member of Mercosur, hosted the sixth BRICS summit in 2014. Pictured here are leaders of the five
BRICS countries at the summit, with Prime Minister Narendra Modi second from left

Mercosur is the
fifth largest
economy in the
world, with a
GDP of over $4
trillion, a
population of
300 million and
a territory of 15
million sq km

GST will replace 17
indirect taxes
levied by the
Centre and the
states, and put an
end to the
cascading effect of
multiple taxes.
The new system
will make many
products cheaper


