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The Sunday evening arrest of Chitra Ramkrishna, the former MD and CEO of India’s

largest stock exchange, by the Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI), should change the

course of what has been a laid-back probe into alleged misuse of exchange data by

market players and jarring — even surreal — governance lapses. A Delhi court has

granted CBI sleuths seven days to interrogate the former National Stock Exchange (NSE)

boss, about a month after the stock market watchdog, SEBI, passed a 190-page order

that has made headlines for its assertions about Ms. Ramkrishna sharing confidential

internal information with an unknown person. Separately, the CBI has got extended

custody of Anand Subramanian, the NSE’s former group operating officer, hired

ostensibly at the behest of the unknown yogi, disregarding the kind of internal controls

and governance norms one expects from an institution of such systemic importance in

the financial markets. The catchy details must not detract from the larger questions

arising from the deployment of co-location services and the lacunae in India’s oversight

mechanisms over its capital markets reflected in the multi-layered failure to crack down

on the wrongdoings at the NSE.

The co-location services offered by the NSE, which give market operators willing to pay a

premium a headstart on exchange trading data and refine their own algorithms for

high-frequency trades, are permitted by SEBI but were ostensibly misused by certain

players. The NSE’s case entails an unfair advantage provided to some brokers within its

co-location user community. Whatever the defenders of such services may say, the

premise of giving players with deeper pockets quicker and more information than the

average retail investor does not gel with an open market philosophy. That institutional

mechanisms, from the NSE’s board and auditors, to SEBI, an independent regulator

accountable to Parliament, have not delivered, is a larger worry. Nearly three years have

passed between SEBI’s ₹624 crore fine on the NSE for misuse of its co-location services,

and the latest order against its former top brass. A matter where the sanctity of the

entire market comes under a cloud should have been treated with a tad more urgency.

The CBI special court has observed that SEBI, which began this probe in 2016, has been

‘too kind and gentle’, while the CBI, after filing an FIR in 2018, has been ‘most

lackadaisical’. With a new SEBI chief in place, the Government, led by the Finance

Minister who is reviewing the handling of the NSE case, must ensure some deterrent

action is accompanied by a review of checks and balances in current governance

structures.
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The suicide attack at a Shia mosque in Peshawar, killing at least 62 people, is a grave

reminder of Pakistan’s growing security challenges after the Taliban’s return to power in

Afghanistan and the continued persecution that the Shia minority is facing in the Af-

Pak region. This was the deadliest attack in Pakistan since the 2018 bombing of Quetta,

killing 149 people. The Islamic State terrorist organisation, which has carried out a

number of suicide attacks in Afghanistan ever since the Taliban captured Kabul in

August 2021, has claimed responsibility for the bombing. The IS’s sectarian animosity

towards the Shias is well-known. In Iraq and Syria, the IS has carried out systematic

attacks against the Shias, who they call “rejectionists” of Islam just because they belong

to a different branch of the faith. In Afghanistan, the IS-Khorasan has targeted religious

minorities such as Shias and Sikhs. They use sectarian attacks to drum up support for

their murderous ideology among Sunni hardliners. Earlier in Afghanistan, the IS-K was

confined to the eastern province of Nangarhar. But the complete breakdown of security

in the last phase of the Taliban’s insurgency and the collapse of the Islamic Republic of

President Ashraf Ghani last year appears to have given the IS a fresh lease of life. The

Peshawar attack suggests that the IS threat is now spreading across the porous border

to Pakistan.

Shias, who make up some 20% of Pakistan’s population, face growing sectarian violence

by extremist groups and a state crackdown under the infamous blasphemy law. The

Ahl-e-Sunnat-Wal-Jamaat and Tehreek-e-Labbaik Pakistan, two hardline Sunni groups,

have been at the forefront of an anti-Shia campaign in the country. In July 2020, the

Punjab Assembly passed a Bill (Tahaffuz-e-Bunyad-e-Islam) which supported only Sunni

interpretation of Islam. Terrorist organisations such the IS are trying to exploit these

existing sectarian hostilities by carrying out attacks on Shia mosques. What they want in

Pakistan and Afghanistan is the same as what they have wanted in Iraq and Syria — a

Shia-Sunni sectarian civil war. What makes the threat dangerous this time is the political

change in Afghanistan. As the Taliban became the rulers of Afghanistan, the IS emerged

as the main armed opposition to the Taliban. The Taliban’s relationship with the

Tehreek-i-Taliban Pakistan (TTP, also called Pakistan Taliban) also makes the security

situation complicated for Pakistan. Islamabad supported the Afghan Taliban to capture

power in Kabul. The Afghan Taliban back the TTP, their ideological brethren, who are

fighting Pakistani forces. As the security situation remains fragile in the Af-Pak region,

groups such as the IS are swiftly pushing their terror agenda. The Peshawar attack

should serve as a warning to Pakistan, which sees the wheel of jihadism returning. If it

does not check the widespread anti-Shia narrative and find a way to tackle the security

challenges posed by both the TTP and the IS-K, its borderlands could once again turn to

anarchy and sectarian bloodletting.


