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NEW DELHI: The apparent suicide of India’s
coffee baron VG Siddhartha, under investigation
by tax authorities, has inflamed anger towards
the government among business leaders who
feel it is going too far in its crackdown on fraud
and tax evasion. Drastic measures taken by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s administration
include stringent action to enforce tax compli-
ance, probes into bank lending practices and
threatening auditors with five-year bans for al-
leged lapses in their work. 

In particular the push by tax collectors has
been labeled ‘tax terrorism’ by TV Mohandas
Pai, a former director of Indian IT giant Infosys
Ltd, even before the Coffee Day Enterprises Ltd
founder disappeared and his body was later
found floating in a river in southern India on
Wednesday.

In a letter circulating on social media since
Tuesday and purportedly written by Siddhartha
to the firm’s board and employees, he said he
“gave up”, blaming tax authorities for “harass-
ment” and decisions that caused a liquidity
crunch as well as an unnamed private equity
partner for pressuring him into a share buyback.
The letter’s authenticity has not been verified
and much remains unclear about his financial sit-
uation and apparent suicide. But the company’s
board said it is taking the letter’s content seri-
ously and will thoroughly investigate.

The prime minister’s office did not respond
to requests for comment. India’s income tax de-
partment, part of the finance ministry, has said it
acted as per the law in its investigation of Sid-
dhartha and the coffee chain, and its probe was

based on credible evidence of transactions done
in a concealed manner. Former government offi-
cials, industry executives and their advisors, in-
cluding lawyers, told Reuters that investigations
conducted by Indian agencies and tax inspec-
tors had often resulted in harassment for busi-
ness leaders.

Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw, managing director of
biotech firm Biocon Ltd, said she knew many in-
dustrialists who have been called in by Indian
enforcement agencies but were made to wait for
long periods before questioning began and sub-
jected to “insulting kind of treatment.” “People
are made to wait for 24 hours, 12 hours, 16 hours.
This is not some kind of inquisition. It cannot be
treated like an inquisition,” she said. “Today
every business person is made out to be as if
there is something very crooked about them.”

Pressure to collect
Since Modi came to power in 2014, he has

made fighting fraud and tax evasion a top goal,
saying he wanted to break previous cosy ties
between policymakers and rich capitalists. His
administration has targeted banks and heavily
indebted businesses and tracked down rich fugi-
tives hiding out in other countries - popular
policies that helped him win a second-term in a
landslide election victory in May. While many
government officials and business leaders agree
that regulations need to be more strictly en-
forced, they also say the government has been
overzealous, making business leaders too fearful
to invest and endangering the health of the econ-
omy. In particular, they are concerned that en-

forcement agencies increasingly go after loan
defaulters without differentiating between gen-
uine business failures and corrupt practices. “Any
enforcement agency first looks at you as a
crook,” said JN Gupta, a former executive direc-
tor at India’s capital markets regulator, adding
that the loss of Siddhartha’s life was a very sad
moment but one that was giving India an oppor-

tunity to find out what had gone wrong with the
system. “We have a very thin line between duty
and harassment. The enforcement agencies fail to
realize that sometimes their zeal could be seen as
harassment.” Tax collectors are also under pres-
sure, government sources familiar with the matter
have said, declining to be identified as they were
not authorized to speak on the matter. — Reuters
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WASHINGTON: There has been a
sharp drop in the size of Afghanistan’s
National Defense Security Forces in
the past few months due to changes in
the way troops are counted and an ef-
fort to reduce the number of so-called
“ghost” soldiers, a US government
watchdog said yesterday. The Special
Inspector General for Afghanistan Re-
construction (SIGAR) said in a report
that ANDSF personnel size had gone
down by nearly 10 percentage points
in the most recent quarter compared
to the previous trimester. 

The number of ANDSF troops fell
by nearly 42,000 compared to
roughly the same period, between
April and the end of June last year, the
report said. The disclosure comes as
Washington attempts to clinch a
framework peace agreement with
Taleban insurgents that is expected to
include a timeline for withdrawing US
troops, which now number about
14,000 in Afghanistan.

Some 9,000 of those forces are in-

volved with training, advising and as-
sisting Afghan security forces. US of-
ficials have long expressed concerns
about the strength and capability of
the Afghan forces, especially without
adequate international support.
SIGAR, citing information from the
US-led coalition, said the decline in
Afghan force levels owed to a move by
the ANDSF to switch their reporting
of personnel strength to the number of
biometrically validated forces, rather
than just the number reported on-
hand by officials in the field.

“The change was part of an effort
by the United States and its partners
to reduce opportunities for corrupt
ANDSF officials to report ‘ghost’
(nonexistent) soldiers and police on
personnel rolls in order to pocket the
salaries,” the report said. With a po-
tential US drawdown looming, recent
Taleban attacks in Afghanistan have
underscored pressure on
Afghanistan’s overstretched security
forces. — Reuters

India court takes 
over contentious 
teen rape case
NEW DELHI: India’s top court yesterday ordered a
major state to pay compensation to a teenage girl ac-
cusing a prominent lawmaker of rape and moved the
case to the capital, amid growing calls for authorities
to properly address the long-running saga. The alle-
gations, first raised by the 19-year-old against legis-
lator Kuldeep Singh Sengar in Uttar Pradesh state in
2017, have taken on national significance as he was
from the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party.

It sparked further public outrage and drew the at-
tention of the Supreme Court this week after the girl
was critically hurt when a truck smashed into the car
she was travelling in on Sunday, with her family alleg-
ing it was arranged by Sengar. Chief Justice Ranjan
Gogoi ordered the national Central Bureau of Investi-
gation, which has assumed jurisdiction of the case from
local police, to complete their probe into the crash in
seven days.

He set a time limit for the trial process and in-
structed Uttar Pradesh to pay 2.5 million rupees

($36,172) to the victim by Friday. “The trial in the case
shall commence forthwith on a day-to-day basis and
the trial shall be completed within 45 days,” Gogoi
said. Sengar, a four-term legislator, was only expelled
from the party yesterday after public pressure on the
state’s chief minister Yogi Adityanath, a BJP stalwart,
to take action.

The girl’s family has been beset by a string of
tragedies, with two of her aunts dying in the crash and
her lawyer also critically injured. Her father was de-
tained by police last year and severely beaten in cus-
tody - allegedly by Sengar’s brother - and later died
from his injuries. The teenager also tried to set herself
on fire outside Adityanath’s home. Sengar - whose
case has become an embarrassment for Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi’s party - has been in jail since last
year and denies the allegations.

The events have sparked protests and parlia-
ment walkouts, and highlighted the apparent im-
punity enjoyed by the powerful in India’s
patriarchal society. The court’s orders were wel-
comed by rights activists, with Swati Maliwal of
the Delhi Commission of Women tweeting: “The
girl would have never got justice in Uttar Pradesh.
We will help her fight the case in Delhi.” The
world’s largest democracy has an abysmal record
on sexual crime against women, particularly in
rural areas where the majority of the 1.3-billion
population lives. —  AFP
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CHIKMAGALUR: People pay homage to the remains of late coffee baron VG Siddhartha,
founder of the Cafe Coffee Day retail chain, in Chikmagalur in Karnataka state. — AFP 


