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After weeks of ratcheting tensions, and frenetic diplomacy across Europe, Russian

President Vladimir Putin has played a major move by announcing formal recognition for

the Donbas region enclaves (Oblasts) of Donetsk and Luhansk in Eastern Ukraine, one

which changes the course of the present diplomatic efforts. To begin with, the

recognition of the two separatist groups that control parts of the Donbas region as

governments signals that Russia is no longer interested in talks on the basis of the

“Minsk accords”. The agreements — negotiated in 2014 and 2015, but never fully

implemented — had secured a “special status” for the Donbas enclaves. Mr. Putin has

also ordered Russian “peacekeepers” into the region, a move that could spark off conflict

with Ukrainian troops. Mr. Putin may claim that his move is far short of the “invasion”

that the U.S. and its NATO allies have been warning about, and should not incur any

further hostilities from Ukraine. In doing so, however, he has put paid to all hopes that

the threat of conflict would recede once the tens of thousands of Russian troops along

the Ukraine border, and in Belarus for military exercises, withdrew. Finally, his move is a

clear sign that the situation is not going to be “managed” or “handled” without NATO

sitting down to serious negotiation over the security guarantees he has been

demanding for two decades, and some discussion about how to regulate the expansion

of NATO to Russia’s neighbouring countries and the heavy presence of western troops

and weapons in the region. The ball is now in the court of the U.S. and its European

allies to decide whether they would react with sanctions, military action, or return to the

diplomatic table.

For New Delhi, the escalation in tensions comes at a particularly sensitive time: External

Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar has been travelling to Germany and France, and while he

has tried to shift the focus of his European interlocutors to the Indo-Pacific, it is Russia’s

actions that dominate the conversation. In addition, Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan

is visiting Moscow, the first by a Pakistani PM in over two decades, and New Delhi is

watching the new ties closely. The timing of the tensions is all the more inconvenient,

given that the delivery of Russian S-400 missile systems is underway, and the U.S.

administration is still to decide on whether to waive or impose CAATSA sanctions

against India. As a result, India’s statement at the UNSC that appealed for diplomacy

and de-escalation, while making no critical comment about Mr. Putin’s announcement

is not just an assertion of India’s traditional principled position, or a study in pragmatism

but also a reflection of the difficult position New Delhi finds itself in over the conflict,

which appears to have now entered a new phase.
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The Kerala Governor has stirred up a hornet’s nest by demanding the discontinuation of

a uniquely Kerala welfare scheme that covers around 1,200 people who served on the

personal staff of Ministers, leaders of Opposition and government Chief Whips. The

number of people who are eligible for lifetime pensions from the exchequer is set to

swell to around 1,500 when the additional beneficiaries, who were recruited during the

previous government, are added. Governor Arif Mohammad Khan has called for an end

to this practice, terming it unconstitutional and against constitutional morality. The

State spends around ₹8 crore every year on these pensions, according to estimates. The

beneficiaries, mostly political activists, draw a minimum pension of ₹3,550 a month, and

dearness allowance. In 1959, the State allowed Ministers to have 20 members on their

personal staff; over the years that number has risen to the current 30. In 1994, when the

Congress-led United Democratic Front was in power, pensions were sanctioned through

an executive order, with retrospective effect from 1982. In the beginning, the eligibility

for this cohort was three years in service as opposed to 10 years for regular government

employees. As the pension scheme for its regular employees in general became tighter,

the government made flagrant exceptions for this class. They are now eligible for

pensions after two years. The CPI(M)-led ruling Left Democratic Front has said it would

not heed the Governor’s demand, and that the pension scheme would continue.

The pension scheme for the personal staff has become a safety net for the fortunate

among the cavalry of political parties, but it is a cruel insult to the swelling ranks of the

State’s unemployed and underemployed youth. As the Governor has pointed out, there

is also a pattern of replacing one set of staff with another after two years, in order to

cover more people under the pension scheme. Some recent controversies in Kerala also

brought to the fore other innovative modes of nepotism, such as arbitrary recruitment of

consultants. Towards the end of the previous government, seven people were appointed

to the CM’s personal staff with retrospective effect, making them eligible for pensions.

All parties in Kerala had agreed to this arrangement, a source of political patronage in

the resource-starved State. The Governor has now disrupted that comfort zone by not

merely challenging it but also launching a public campaign against it. The fact that

Kerala is in a financial crisis only makes this pension scheme more unacceptable to the

general public. All political parties must take note of the resentment that this

preferential treatment to their protégés can create against the political class in general.

They must work together for a wealth-creating consensus in the State rather than

designing and defending such indefensible schemes.


