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agers. It is probably this attempt to 
plug the notorious loopholes — at pre-
sent openly exploited by *hayala' 
dealers in Maharashtra and elsewhere, 
with the law looking on helplessly — 
which has touched the traders* raw 
nerve and convinced them that some-
how the Act has to he prevented from 
going into the statute books* 

The 'innovation* was, however, long 
overdue. If the sales tax levy in India 
is to remain selective — restricted to 
a few, which in fact is the chief merit 
of a first-stage single-point tax — and 
also varied in its incidence as between 
different classes of dealers'— such as 
inter-state dealers, commission agents 
and manufacturers — some device in 
the form of 'authorisation* or 'recogni-
tion', or by whatever other name it 
may be called, is unavoidable. If, at 
the same time, such a tax is to be 
administered effectively — and that is 
crucial to the fairness of any tax — 
measures of the kind proposed in the 
Maharashtra Sales Tax Act of 1979 are 
essential. 

The fierce opposition put up by 
traders to the new Act is perhaps a 
testimony to its merit. It is to be 
hoped that the slide-back by the Maha-
rashtra government will not end in 
total capitulation. It is not merely the 
government of Maharashtra that has a 
stake in this vital matter. 

oil 
The Real Threat 
WHETHER or not the Tokyo summit 
of the major developed countries was 
deliberately so timed, coming as it did 
soon after the OPEC meeting which 
decided to raise the price of marker 
crude from $ 14.55 t 0 ¥ 18 a barrel, 
with appropriate upward adjustments 
for lighter crudes, it was understand-
able that the summit should have 
concerned itself almost wholly with 
responding to this particular develop-
ment. The manner of its response how. 
ever, does raise some questions, parti-
cularly since this time the West was 
not taken by surprise as it was in 
October 1073 when, in both absolute 
as well as relative terms, the price 
ri.se decided upon by, OPEC was much 
greater. 

Moreover, the West has now learnt 
to live with higher prices of oil, in the 
sense that it now knows pretty well 
how to match the increase in oil prices 
pretty quickly with increases in the 
prices of goods and services OPEC 
members buy from the West. After all, 

within five years OPEC's current act 
count surplus has come down from $ 80 

billion in 1974 to less than $ 17 billion, 
in 1978. 

As for the surplus funds that OPEC 
came to possess in the early part of 
the quinquennium, whatever problems 
the West faced as a result of the 
accumulation of OPEC funds were 
almost entirely of the West's own 
making. As far as OPEC was concer-
ned, it could not have behaved better, 
from the point of view of the West. 
It asked to he paid in dollars though 
dollar was already a depreciating cur-
rency. Jt held its surpluses also in 
dollars notwithstanding the risk hold-
ing of dollars entailed. It was amenable 
to holding its surpluses in dollar-
denominated desposits of the West's 
commerical banks, knowing that the 
banks' activities in creating deposits 
of this sort were not quite amenable to 
national controls and may therefore not 
be as secure as their deposits designa-
ted in the national currencies, If the 
West still faced problems they arose 
beause amongst the countries of the 
West it took some time to work out an 
arrangement to recycle funds in 
adequate quantities and sufficiently 
promptly. The result was that while 
some countries were forced to take so-
called adjustment actions to correct 
their external imbalances, others were 
flush with funds. 

In all this the US was very happily 
placed in that though a large importer 
of oil (in spite of being also the largest 
producer of oil in the world) it had 
only to print more dollar notes or 
create additional dollar deposits to pay 
the higher prices. And even this did 
not have to be done for very long once 
it was realised that the Sheikhs could 
be squeezed easily f>n their imports. 
The US has evidently done extremely 
well in this regard. 

So the question still remains why the 
West was so nervous in regard to oil. 
The explanation lies not in the price 
but in the supply of oil. It is the 
threat to the latter that has unnerved 
the West. And the threat to supplies 
did not emanate in the latest OPEC 
mee%g. It materialised some months 
back with the turn of political events 
in Iran. With supplies from Iran un-
certain and with the Sheikhs, especially 
the one presiding over Saudi oil, not 
prepared to be indulgent enough to 
fill the gaps caused by Iran, there arises 
a real danger to the supply of oil even 
at the rate currently obtaining, not to 
speak of maintaining the desired rate 
of growth of supply. 

Carter clearly sees the distinction 
between the threat of price rise and the 
threat of supply drying up and because 
he sees it so very clearly be is in deep 
waters. He has to make Americans 
understand that they cannot any longer 
take it for granted that oil will be 
available to them in any quantity. In 
the short run, Americans could easily 
be attracted to the political solutions: 
land marines at leddah; twist Mexico's 
arms; instigate an uprising in the oil 
rich Arab parts of Iran. But such 
solutions are bound to be terribly 
counter-productive in the long run. 
Even if Carter knows this very well, it 
is doubtful that his Congress and his 
public do. The rest of the West also 
faces the same dilemma. 

But the countries which are bound 
to suffer the most from the oil price 
rise as well as scarcity of oil are the 
non-oil, poor countries. Their extend 
imbalances will become even worse and 
their infrastructure may well come to 
a standstill. Thus while Carter can 
take, not days and weeks but years to 
chalk out his plan, these poor countries 
must act immediately to prospect and 
develop whatever alternative sources of 
energy they independently can tap and 
at the same time to ensure that the oil 
is restricted to uses where it is most 
cost effective — not at the prices now 
payable but at prices which might be-
come payable in the not-so-distant 
future. Signals from the Rotterdam 

, spot market have been clear and 
forceful. 

Punjab 
Murder of a Student Leader 

Amarjit Chandan writes; \ 
IT was nearly bed-time on July IB in 
a lower-middle class locality oi 
Ludhiana, the biggest industrial town 
in Punjab. Two persons came on a 
scooter to a clinic and complained of 
stomach ache. Then three more per-
sons arrived. Prithipal Singh Randhawa, 
former General Secretary of the Punjab 
Students Union (PSU), was sitting in 
his father-in-law's clinic. The strangers 
pounced upon Randhawa, threw him 
into a waiting car and sped away, 

Randhawa's relatives and friends ap-
proached the police to lodge a report 
of the abduction, but the police re-
corded the report on plain paper and 
that too at 3 a matter much persuasion. 
The next day it was not the police but 
some people of Jhande village who re* 
cognised "their Randhawa" and came 
all the way to inform Randhawa's 
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parents-in-law that his naked body, 
riddled with bullet and stab wounds, 
was lying on a link road between 
Badowal and Jhande villages, 13 km 
from Ludhiana, 

This was the end of the 27-year-old 
student leader who had come into the 
limelight during the Moga student 
agitation in 1972-73 and had been the 
General Secretary of the PSU for seven 
years. The PSU, founded in 1965, is 
the largesf organisation within the 
fragmented Left student movement in 
Punjab. During the Emergency 
Randhawa had been detained under 
MISA. Only a lew days back he had 
bid farewell to the PSU with tears in 
his eyes, tor he had decided to devote 
himself full-time to the Jamhuri Adhi-
kar Sabha, 

The police version of the murder is 
that it was the result of rivalry between 
jwo student groups of the Punjab Agri-
cultural University (PAU), one owing 
allegiance to the PSU and the other led 
uy one Beant, the main accused. Beant 
had earlier allegedly attacked another 
PSU leader, Jaspal Singh, and had been 
thrashed by some students, A pistol 
was recovered from Beant's room at the 
PAU hostel and a case was registered, 
but no action was taken. 

Refuting the police theory, the PSU 
leadership asserts that such a heinous 
crime could not have been committed 
without political support and that the 
murder was the result of a well-planned 
conspiracy, with the connivance of 
Akali leaders, police authorities and 
anti-social elements. It is an open secret 
that the Punjab Agricultural Minister, 
two A kali legislators and a senior Akali 
leader of Ludhiana district — allegedly 
it king of opium smugglers — are the 
protectors of Brant. It was only with 
their support that he had got admis-
sion to the PAU and had not been 
arrested despite the recovery of illicit 
arms from him. 

Only a few months back a PSU leader 
had been stabbed and poisoned by 
Akali communalists at Bhatinda. lie 
had survived only because of timely 
medical aid, but the police had taken 
no action. Now these henchmen oF 
the ruling party have taken Randhawa's 
life. The murder has aroused wide, 
.spread indignation and condemnation 
all over the state. Many mass organisa-
tions of students, youth, teachers, 
writers, kisans and workers are demand-
ing punishment of the murderers. The 
peoples concern was evident in the 
fact that thousands of admirers came 
from all over the state to attend 
Randhawa's funeral at his birth place, 

Dasuya, a sleepy town in Hoshfarpur 
district. The gathering was addressed 
by his widow, among others. 

' B h a s k a r a ' 

Par i of Larger Failure 

A FEW news releases have recently 
confirmed the rumours that equipment 
on board the satellite Bhaskara has 
Jailed to the point where very few 
of its major objectives can be met. 
Problems with the power supplies 
(which also caused the experiments on 
Aryabhata, to be abandoned), the solar 
panels and the TV camera, and the 
failure of all attempts from the ground 
stations to overcome them, will mean 
that very little data of value will be 
obtained. In plain terms, the launching 
of the satellite has been u failure. 

But it would be as unrealistic to ex-
pect official statements of such unpala-
table truths as it would to assume 
such failures are confined to the acti-
vities of the Department of Space. As 
a Bombay magazine pointed out last 
year, despite the convenient secrecy 
shrouding the major activities of the 
Department of Atomic Energy, enough 
evidence is available of a wide disparity 
between the oflicial position and the 
known facts about several of its pro-
jects. And the same would undoubtedly 
be true of any of tho other science-
based departments, such as Electro-
nics, CS1R, Agriculture, etc. 

There will be major failures in any 
large scientific programme and there 
are among the policy-makers, enough 
obscurantists and denigrators of every 
scientific enterprise for it to be almost 
a disservice to point such failures out. 
In the jostling for funds that goes on 
bef ore the Planning Commission, an 
aggressively positive role has to be as-
sumed in which failures have no place. 
And similarly for the ritualistic 
obeisance these departments pay be-
fore parliamentary committees and 
press. 

With this, the practice of science in 
India has moved fast, away from the 
training of minds and towards the 

creation of a new bureaucracy. Funds 
are obtained and reputations made on 

Projects whose original proposals are 
assessed as superficially as their out-
comes. A good example of this is The 
Variable Energy Cyclotron (VEC) pro-
ject in Calcutta, which has been in 
existence for well over a decade, and 
which is still some years away from 
reaching the performance promised at 
its inception. Originally proposed both 
for research in nuclear physics and for 
using its construction as a 'competence-
building* exercise, the project has been 
beset by delays and failures and it is 
far from clear that any of its original 
objectives are worth meeting now. And 
yet, the project had been 'inaugurated* 
by a Prime Minister and the occasion 
was used to announce that the country 
had the competence to build a bigger 
and better accelerator. 

It may well be to() much to expect 
the present political leadership to have 
the foresight and acumen to judge 
scientific programmes. But even non-
practitioners recognise that science is 
'public knowledge', relying on critical 
appraisal and logical consistency for its 
authenticity. What can then b(; said 
for the scientist-bureaucrats who run 
these departments? Or fior the Indian 
science community, such as it is, which 
congregates in national science acade-
mies and science congresses, lobbying 
for a \seientifie outlook', a 'national 
science and technology plan* and what 
have you? If scientists cannot judge 
each others' work with honesty, what 
they practice cannot be science but 
the art of political chicanery. 

Bank Credit 

C o n t i n u i n g B o o m 

THE expansion of scheduled commer-
cial bank credit by Rs 863 crores to 
Rs 18,744 crores between April 27, 
which technically marks the end of the 
conventional busy season, and July 0, 
the latest date for which banking data 
are available, would at first sight not 
seem to be unduly large, especially siace 
the bulk of the expansion took place 

Special Number 
The 1979 Special Number of Economic and Political Weekly 

will be published in the third week of August. It will be priced Rs 
10 per copy, but will be supplied free to subscribers. -

In view of the Special Number, there will be no weekly 
issues on July 28, August 4 and 11. 
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