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Centre calls for talks; farmers want better offer

Union ministers Arjun Munda, Piyush Goyal,
Nityanand Rai to lead discussions with farmers

Vikas Vasudeva
CHANDIGARH

s protesting farm-
A ers from Punjab
continue to camp

at different locations along
the boundary with Harya-
na, farmer representatives
and Union Ministers are
preparing to hold another
round of talks today. Ho-
wever, the farmers assert-
ed that the meeting would
be fruitful only if the go-
vernment had something
‘positive’ to offer.

In Punjab’s Rajpura,
farmer leaders said the
Centre invited them to
Chandigarh for delibera-
tions on their demands.
The meeting would be held
with Union Ministers Arjun
Munda, Piyush Goyal and
Nityanand Rai.

“We are camping peace-
fully at inter-State boun-
daries with Haryana. We
conveyed to the Centre
that we are not averse to
the meeting, although we

expect that the govern-
ment should first create a
positive atmosphere. On
the one hand, the govern-
ment in Haryana is resort-
ing to the use of tear gas
and water cannon and on
the other, they are speak-
ing about talks. They have
assured us that the situa-
tion would be normalised,”
Jagjit Singh Dallewal, a se-
nior SKM(NP) leader, told
The Hindu.

This would be the third
meeting over their long list
of demands, including a le-
gal guarantee on Minimum
Support Price.

On Tuesday, scores of
farmers from different
parts of Punjab started
their ‘tractor-trolley”
march to lay siege to Delhi
to press for fulfilment of
their demands. As farmers
reached Haryana's Sham-
bu village near Ambala and
Khanauri-Jind, the boun-
dary with Punjab, they
were stopped from enter-
ing the State. The Haryana

Protesters have been stopped by a myriad of
obstacles at Haryana’s boundary since Tuesday

government had put in
place elaborate security ar-
rangements with multi-
layer barricades; since
then, the farmers have
been camping near the
boundary. Police resorted
to the use of tear gas to dis-
perse them on Wednesday.

Haryana Director Gen-
eral of Police Shatrujit Ka-
poor said Section 144 had
been imposed in 15 dis-
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Farmers advancing towards Delhi en masse, at Shambhu Barrier in Punjab. sHasHI

tricts of the State. Consi-
dering the present situa-
tion, 64 companies of
paramilitary forces and 50
companies of the Haryana
Police were deployed, he
added.

Hospitals on alert

Meanwhile, in Punjab, all
hospitals adjoining the Ha-
ryana boundary have been
put on high alert, and

Centre uses
British-era Act to
block Internet

NEW DELHI

The Union government
invoked its powers under a
British-era law to suspend
mobile Internet in certain
districts of Punjab last week,
citing a public emergency and
public safety. This is the first
time the Union government
has issued such orders to block
the Internet, outside of the
national capital. » PAGE 5

emergency services are be-
ing provided 24x7. Punjab
Health and Family Welfare
Minister Balbir Singh said
atleast 40 injured were ad-
mitted to the Rajpura civil
hospital; two of them had
sustained serious head in-
juries and were undergo-
ing treatment.

He condemned the Ha-
ryana government for “un-
provoked police action at

protesting farmers”. Mr.
Singh said the Haryana go-
vernment had no right to
stop farmers who were
peacefully heading to Del-
hi to hold protests. “Na-
tional highway is the pro-
perty of nation and
farmers were just [going]
to pass from Haryana’s ju-
risdiction to reach Delhi,”
he said, terming the ac-
tions of the government

Police resort to use of tear gas and water
cannons to disperse agitating farmers

unconstitutional and ille-
gal. The Minister urged the
BJP-led Haryana govern-
ment to let the farmers
reach the national capital.
Haryana Home Minister
Anil Vij blamed the Punjab
government for intending
to create chaos in Delhi by
not making any effort to
stop farmers. “When these
groups [farmers] marched
from Amritsar, the Punjab
government did not make
any effort to stop them
anywhere on the way. This
means they want to create
chaos in Delhi,” he said ina
statement. Coming in sup-
port of the ongoing prot-
est, the Bharatiya Kisan
Union (Ugrahan), one of
the largest outfits in Pun-
jab, announced it would
block rail traffic at seven
places in Punjab on Thurs-
day from noon to 4 p.m

POLICE DIG HEELS IN
» PAGE 2

MORE SUPPORT
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Kerala passes resolution requesting

Union govt. to amend wildlife Act

The Hindu Bureau
THIRUVANANTHAPURAM

The Kerala Assembly on
Wednesday adopted a un-
animous resolution urging
the Centre to suitably
amend the Wildlife Protec-
tion Act to mitigate human-
wildlife conflicts.

Forest Minister A.K. Sa-
seendran tabled the reso-
lution for discussion as per
rule 118 of the Assembly’s
Rules of Procedure and
Conduct of Business.

Members across the ais-
le supported the resolution
aimed at eliminating wil-
dlife that trespass on hu-
man habitations, imperill-
ing the life and property of
citizens, destroying crops
and preying on livestock.

Mitigating conflict: A wild elephant attacking a grocery shop at
Chokkanad in Idukki district of Kerala. FILE PHOTO

UDF MLAs Manjilam-
kuzhi Ali, T. Siddique, Sun-
ny Joseph and LC. Balak-
rishnan suggested certain
amendments.

Wildlife intrusions in
habitations abutting for-
ests and lethal artacks on

residents had impelled the
government to request the
Centre to make the law
more contemporary. The
resolution demanded that
the Central law empower
Chief Forest Conservators
to use lethal force to liqui-

date wild animals that tres-
pass on residential locali-
ties and pose an imminent
threat to human life. It also
requested the Centre to in-
itiate scientific and hu-
mane measures to control
the wildlife population.
The State had come un-
der attack from the Oppo-
sition for allegedly failing
to protect the life and pro-
perty of nearly 50 lakh fa-
milies, a majority of them
settler farmers living near

forests in the State.
The wild elephant at-
tack that claimed the life of

an agriculture worker,
Ajeesh, in Mananthavady
on Saturday caused public
outrage; putiing the State
on the defence ahead of
the Lok Sabha elections.
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Farming consensus
The Cenire must address gricvances
of Burmiers through talks

armers from Punjab, in their thousands,
have assembiled at three paints along the
border with Harvana, where they hawe
bu:rlstnpped&umm:m:l‘mghﬂ:l!‘u The prot-
craps, debt waiver, cancellation of international
agreements impacting the agriculture ssctor, and
2 minimum pension of £5,000 for farmers and
agriculture bbour. Some of these demands wene
raised during their earber prodest in 3021-22,
which was callesd off after the BJP-ed central go-
venment withdrew three controversial lvws thae
had sought o reform the agriculture secior. The
protest now is spearheaded by the SEM inon-pal-
iticall, a splinter growp of the body that had led
the eardier protest. The split signifies fesures in
the interest growps across Haryana, Punjab and
western ULF. and Rajasthan. There are at least
three other stranes of protests gathering
strength. Farmers in western LLE. affected by the
Jewar airpart project and Yamuma Expresswarny
are up in arms. In Herysma's Sonipat, Brmers ane
protesting bnd acquisition for power cables. The
ariginal 5KM and several trade umions have called
for a national raral and industrial strike on Febr-
ary b, with owerlapping and additional demands
that include the repeal of four bour codes.
The government has opened talks with the
Pungab firmers, but a kegal guarantes of MSP ap-
pears unlikely. The police in Haryana and Delhi
have stopped the farmers more than 200 km
away from Delhi as they are resolute that the
farmers will not be allowed near the border of
the natinnal capital where they had bid siege in
3(H-23. The MEP-based procurement by the FO
has been the bedrock of food security, but the
cazee fior its reform is strong. Surplus producers of
grain have benefited from the MSP scheme, but
the scheme bypasses subsistence farmers in
poorer regions. This uneven geographical spread
of procurement has also Jed bo umsustaimable
farm practices in some areas, while firmers in
ather regions of the country are always an the
edge of penury. All this calls for a revamping of
the public support for farming, which is esceniial
for reasons that include national food security.
This cam be achieved betier through wide palit-
cal consultation and by encouraging the benefic-
aries of the current system to diversify produc-
tion and increase productivity. The political
undertones of the protest on the eve of the Lok
Sabha election also canmot be overlooksd. The
farm secior meeds a mew model of public sup-
port. It cannot be beft to the mercy of the market.
The government should lead the efforts to create
2 mational consensus on this question.

Pension concerns
Adhike in minimum pereshon will he
the kowwer strata among the redired

he recommesndation of the Central Board
of Trustees of the Emplovess' Provident
Fund Organisation (EPFO) for a O.1-per-
centage-paint increase in provident fund (PF) de-
posits for 3F-24 should not be surprising, o i
s in tune with what the EPFO did last year. Ho-
wever, the necommended rate of 8. 25% is 0.4-per-
centage points lower than in 2008-19, a pre-elec-
tion vear like 2023524, If deared by the Union
Finance Ministry, it will invohe the trnsfer of a
record ¥1,07,000 crore o EPF members. But the
development has not pleased those with a long-
ing demand for an increase in the minimuam
pension of 11,000, When in the opposition, the
ruling Bharativa Jamta Party had demamded that
the pensiom be raized to 23,000 (the LPA govern-
ment had proposed 21,000 a month). Cn coming
1o power in 24, the BJF cirried out faithfully,
with effiect from September 304, what was final-
ised by its predecessorn, benefitting approsimate-
Iy 2005 hikh pensioners. Months ago, the Finance
Mimistry had rejectsd a proposal i double the
minimum pensian amount, dting a *hoge rse"
in the budgetary support needed ander the Em-
ployees” Pension Scheme (EPS), 1955, There is
ane more component in the budgetary suppart
Mrrlu:mthe&rlmlpmtmmt':mmrr
bation at 116% of wages up to an amouant of
VS a manth. For FYN24-25, the Minigtry
has projected 0,950 crore as budgetary sup-
jport against the revised estimate of 19,760 crare
for the current year. The Finance Ministry clco-
lates that a 100K rise in the minimom pension
'nuﬂdbemetmhpmpmﬁmam-inu‘me
in the overall budgetary support 25 oumeros
pensioners had received much less than 21,000
as manthly pension till 206,

Describing the EP% as a “Defined Contribu-
tiom-Ceefined Benefit” social security scheme, the
government sid in the Rajya Sabha that all bene-
fits weere padd out of accumubitions through con-
iributions, and as per the fund’s vahiation as on
March 31, 39, there was “an actuarial defict”
However, thix argument has been virtually de-
mualished in the EPFO's anmual repoart (h022-23).
Notwithstanding its reasons not to hike the mini-
mum pension, the prvernment must note that
ithe difference between the minimum amd origh-
mal pensian was about TH70 crone for 2002-X3 5o,
the doubling of minimum pension is no strain.
There are other key iswes oo such as equating
ithe amount of spouse pension on a par with what
a member-pensioner gets. In the case of higher
2022 Supreme Cowrt judgment wherein most of
ithe pre-304 netirees would not be covered; there
are around four lakh such applications for bigher
pension. A more expansive apprsich o FF pen-
sinn matters will help senior cittzens.
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Musk’s

platform X feeds monetisation

of misinformation in a time of war

Following Elon Musk's turbulent acquisition of X. formery Twitter. the site has restored thousands of once-banned accounts and introduced a paid

verification system that critics say has boosted conspiracy theorists; X has seen a tsunami of falsehoods since war began between Israel and Hamas

WASHINGTON

nfluencers on social
l media platform X are

monetising misinfor-
mation about conflicts in
West Asia, leveraging the
platform’s contentious pol-
icles that researchers say
prioritise engagement over
accuracy.

Since Elon Musk’s tur-
bulent 2022 acquisition of
X, formerly Twitter, the
site has restored thousands
of once-banned accounts
and introduced a paid veri-
fication system that critics
say has boosted conspiracy
theorists.

X also rolled out an ad
revenue-sharing pro-
gramme for verified users,
who often peddie hateful
and fake Information t
profit from the platform.

“Cynical  pay-for-play
controversialists today de-
liberately induce anger for
engagement to game Mr.
Musk’s platform into giving
them more visibility, and
therefore more revenue for
their views," Imran
Ahmed, chief executive of
the Center for Countering
Digital Hate (CCDH), said.

X has seen a tsunami of
falsehoods about the ongo-
Ing war between Israel and
the Palestinian militant
group Hamas, fuelled part-
ly by prominent US. in-
fluencers such as Jackson
Hinkle, who last month fal-
sely claimed a video
showed Iran bombing

Search for reach:

s rolled out an ad revenue-sharing programme for verified users, who analysts

say, often peddie hateful and false information to profit from the platform. ALE PHOTO

American military bases in
Iraq.
The incendlary post

came amid widespread
concerns about a wider
conflagrathon in West Asia.

Using a reverse image
search, AFP fact-checkers
found the video actually
depicted an attack in Iraq’s
Kurdistan region.

In another provocative
post debunked by AFP, Mr.
Hinkle wrongly daimed
that Yemen had declared
“war with lsrzel” in sup-
port of Palestinians.

While Yemen's Houthi
rebels have targeted lsrael
with missiles and drones,
neither they nor the coun-

try’s internationally recog-
nised government has for-
mally declared war.

In addition to raking
tens of thousands of dol-
lars on crowdfunding sites,
Mr. Hinkle offers “premi-
um content* to subscribers
on X for $3 per month.

“Your support helps me
continue exposing the
deep state after | was
banned & demonetised by
YouTube, Twitch, PayPal &
Venmo,” his appeal says.

When reached by AFP,
Mr. Hinkle — whose posts
have garnered millions of
views — refused to say how
much revenue he was gen-
erating on X, instead criti-

cising coverage of the wars
in Ukraine and West Asia.

Mr. Hinkle makes at
least $3,000 a month from
paid subscribers, accord-
ing to a rough CCDH esti-
mate based on the engage-
ment data of his
subscriber-only posts.

Last August, Mr. Hinkle
disclosed on X that he also
earned $1,693 through the
ad revenue-sharing
scheme, while complain-
ing that other users with
smaller engagement were
getting bigger payouts.

Britain-based  creator
Sulaiman Ahmed and Dan-
ish physician Anastasia Ma-
ria Loupis - both of whom

AFP has repeatedly fact-
checked for warrelated
misinformation — are also
reaping the benefits of X's
verification and paid sub-
scriber programimes.

Neither responded to
requests for comment.

Mr. Ahmed from CCDH
sald Mr. Musk has “created
a topsy-turvy platform on
which authoritative sourc-
es struggle to be heard
above the noise — while
liars and hate actors are
put on a pedestal, generat-
ing revenue for themselves
and the platform.”

X did not respond to re-
quests for comment.

To be eligible for ad re-
venue sharing, users must
meet requirements such as
subscribing to X's $8 per
month premium subscrip-
tion and having at least
500 followers.

Community Notes
Last year, Mr. Musk said
posts with Community
Notes — an X feature that
allows users to refute
claims and offer additional
context — would be “inelig-
ible for revenue share.”
“The idea is to maxi-
mise the incentive for ac-
curacy over sensational
ism,” Mr. Musk wrote on X.
But Jack Brewster, from
the media warchdog News-
Guard, sald that “viral
posts advancing misinfor-
mation frequently do not
get flagged by Community
Notes.”
In October, NewsGuard

analysed 250 of the most
popular posts promoting
one of 10 prominent false
or unsubstantiated narra-
tives about the Israel-Ha-
MAS War.

Only 32% of them had
been flagged by a Com-
munity Note, it found.

The following month,
NewsGuard identified ads
from 86 major companies
— including top brands, go-
vernments, and non-pro-
fits — on viral posts advanc-
ing “false or egregiously
misleading claims about
the Israel-Hamas war."

That included an ad for
the FBI on a post from Mr.
Hinkle that falsely claimed
a video that showed an Is-
raeli military helicopter fir-
ing on its own citizens.

The video actually
showed Israeli war planes
over Gaza, NewsGuard
said, adding that the post -
viewed nearly two million
times — did not have a
Community Note.

“Community Notes as
currently structured & not
a system that scales to cov-
er all contexts,” Jacob Sha-
piro, a Princeton Universi-
ty professor who served on
the programme’s advisory
group before Mr. Musk’s
acquisition, said.

“To expect volunteer la-
bour alone to capture... de-
ceptive content as. o de-
fence against allowing
people to monetise that
content reflects unrealistic
expectations for what the
tool can do.”
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‘MSP guarantee across crops
can raise income and demand’

Ratings firm CRISIL estimates that the ‘real cost’ to the government of such a guarantee would be around 321000 cr. in

Marketing Year 2023; a MSP guarantee across crops will also nudge farmers to diversify beyond paddy and wheat, it adds

The Hindu Burean
NEW DELHI

uaranteeing a Mini-

mum Support Price

(MSP) actoss crops
would support farm in-
comes and spur consump-
tion demand, CRISIL Mar-
ket Intelligence & Analytics
said on Wednesday, esti-
mating the “real cost” of
such a guarantee at around
21,000 crore, based on
Marketing Year (MY) 2023
trends.

While MSP-based pro-
curement is done in only a
few States, the firm said a
guarantee will percolate its

Broader support

A guaranteed M5SP across crops can benefit farmers and

address crop imbalances, argues CRISIL
e ™ :m_

for over 90% of India's
farm output.

“Our calculations show
it will need a working capi-
tal of around %6 lakh crore

m A broader, guarantesd M5P will offer
cash support to farmers when prices
plummet below M5F, the ratings firm says

u |t will also give farmers the freedom to
sow crops of their choice and to be more
amenable to their local conditions.

® The government will have to procurs
only these crops whose mandi prices are
levweer than the MSP notes CRIS|L

benefit to other regions.
CRISIL's analysis focused
on 16 of the 23 crops for
whom MSPs are an-
nounced, which account

in Marketing Year (MY)
2023. The real cost to the
government, though, will
be the difference between
MSP and mandi prices,”
Mr. Sharma said.

In MY 2023, when half
the 16 crops traded above
MSP and half below it, that
would add up to ¥21,000
crore. The cost could be
higher if the government
offloads the commodities
in mandis because then
prices could fall further
than what was seen in
those markets in 2022-23,
CRISIL reckoned.

“For farmers, it would
mean cash support during

times when prices plum-
met... (and) give them the
freedom to sow crops of
their choice,” Mr. Sharma
said, stressing that mea-
ningful procurement only
takes place in paddy (41%
of produce) and wheat
(24% of output), which ac-
count for 60% of India’s
crop produce.

In kharif 2022 and rabi
2023, just 9% of mustard
production was procured,
and 3% of five other crops.
“In this milieu, guarantee-
ing MSP for all crops can
lead to farmers moving to
crops other than paddy
and wheat,” he said.
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