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The Ukraine counter-offensive, a reality check

where the Ukrainian counter-offensive

against Russia would begin, Ukrainian
President Volodymyr Zelenskyy finally stated on
June 10 that the offensive had begun. It must be
assumed that the lack of fanfare attending this
event was because the assault until then had not
proved as successful as anticipated. While United
States National Security Adviser Jake Sullivan is
no doubt correct that “this is a story that
continues to be written day by day’, Ukrainian
losses are presumed heavy in men and material
as Kiev probed for weakness in the Russian
defence lines stretching 1,000 kilometres in the
east and south east of Ukraine. Both sides
acknowledge that hghting was intense, especially
as Ukraine’s initial efforts were to drive through
Russian positions to reach the Sea of Azov and
deprive Russia of its land access to Crimea. It can
e assumed that this strategy had been
anticipated by the Russian side.

‘ fter months of speculation as to when and

How Ukraine and Russia stack up
Ukraine has assembled large quantities of North
Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO)-supplied
weaponry and a great number of its troops for
the offensive, and much of these are already
committed in battle. Losses on both sides are
confirmed in both capitals. After six weeks of
fighting it appears that the bravado in the western
media about the counter-offensive has
diminished to a point where it is rarely discussed.
Kiev evidently does not have the air supremacy
against Russian defences that can facilitate
advances on the ground, and the revolt against
Russian military commanders by the
para-military mercenary Wagner Group under
the renegade, Yevgeny Prigozhin, which was a
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hisge embarrassment for the Kremlin, has not
delivered the advantage anticipated by Ukraine
an the front lines.

The second major Ukrainian thrust seems o
be in the Bakhmut region to negate the Russian
gains of earlier months. This enterprise seems to
be meeting some success, though it is slow and
localised. The Ukrainian recapture last year of
Kharkiv and Kherson alomg with significant
territory might be harder to replicate now, since
in those sectors the Russians chose to withdraw
in the face of Ukrainian attacks, but they are now
dug in with heavily mined forwanrd positions and
holding their ground. The Russian army is
stronger in numbers than previously, has
prepared defence in depth, strengthened its
supply routes and seems better prepared to deal
with the counter attacks. Russian equipment,
derided by the West as antiquated, has been put
to effective use.

The Russians seem to have adapted to the
changed nature of the war and the population
seems ready for a protracted engagement since
NATO, with its backing of Ukraine ‘for as long as it
takes', appears o envisage a total Russian defeat
and evacuation of all Ukrainian territory. The
Russians have certainly suffered losses of
manpower, and elections which were due to be
held in Russian-occupied Ukraine have been
postponed to next year, but Ukraine also does not
have unlimited human resources and its losses
will be hard to replace.

The huge leak of Pentagon files last April
revealed the presence of American, British and
other NATO fighters in Ukraine but the numbers
are still small. While President Zelenskyy
continues insatiably to appeal for weapons from
anyone who cares to listen, doubts arise as to

whether the additional resources that NATO is
able to prove will prove decisive.

A truce seems distant

Prospects for a negotiated end to the war are
receding until after the American presidential
election next year, since United States President
Joe Biden, like most European leaders, has
invested massive political capital in a Russian
defeat. But there is a greater likelihood of
escalation. Because the Kiev counter-offensive is
stalling, Ukraine’s forces are runmning short of
ammunition and NATO cannot provide it in the
quantity needed, Washington has announced,
against strong objections of human rights
advocates and the United Nations
Secretary-General, that it will supply Ukraine with
controversial cluster munitions, which are tiny
bomblets from a rocket, missile or artillery shell
that scatters them in mid-flight. They explode
over a wide area on impact but a significant
proportion do not, and explode anly on being
handled or trodden upon.

More than 120 countries, including most NATO
members, have signed the Convention on Cluster
Munitions that outlaws these weapaons due to the
threat cawsed to non-combatants. The LS. has
not signed the treaty: nor have Russia and
Ukrazine which have both used cluster munitions
in the war.

In Ukraine, where 9,000 civilians are
estimated killed and over six million made
refugees, the question of additional threats to
civilian life may seem moot, but the U.S. would
not wish to be judged by the same ethical
vardstick as Ukraine and Russia. That Washington
s willing to take that risk is a reflection of how
badly the Ukrainian counter-offensive is faring.
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India’s conglomerates are getting too big for comfort

vthing, not even Hindenburg Research,
seems bo stap the advance of Indian big
business. The Adani Group continues
with its acquisitions, even il at a shrwer
pace, and has been able o persuade fnancal
mmarkets te lend it more money, notwithstanding

demerger of its financial services arm o establish
a mew entity, which media speculation sees asa
Thid by the group i establish a dominant
presence in the financial services indusiry. The
demerger is being seen as a repeat of the strategy
adopted by the group in areas streaching from
telecommunications and the retail trade to the
i and entertainment businesses. Other
business susch as the Tatas and the Aditya
Birla empire seem toalso be pcdmm.gmlL'l‘he
biggest of India’s big businesses seem o be
thrivving.

Bust this assessment is not true of all of
Tusiness in India_ It is not just that small- and
meditm-acale frms, not o mention the brge
s of informal enterprizes, are not doing well
amed are yet to recover their COVID-S-inflicted
hmu.hyuﬂ'b&ihﬂdbigbushmznumﬂ do
mot share the good fortune of the big few. A
former Reserve Bank of India Deputy Governor
and his co-author report in a much-cited paper
thuat the share of assets in the non-fmancial
sectors owned by the Big-5 business groups has
rizen firom 10% in B9 o neardy 18% in 2021,
wheneas the share of the next five has fallen from
1% to Jess than 9%. While their clhim that
increased concentration is contributing (o
inflation has been challenged, the evidence they
provide of significantly increased concentration
b niot.

by stale capiure
The damgers of siwch a rapid rise in industrial
concentration hive been lagged in the past
across the workd. The process feeds on iself by
using market power o stifle competition. ¢
results in proft inflation or profteering. through
the mamipulation of costs and prices. In the
process it fosters extreme asset and incoms:
inesquadity. bt triggers eforts o infuenoe
institutions of democracy and, means
such a the capture of the medi, it dilutes the
rude that civil society can plry as a countervailing
perwer. b time, it leads to undee corporate
infhsence over political processes and the
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In the name of
sirenggthening
Indian business
a5 part of
promoting the
national
Ierest, a very
fesw husiness
Erolps are
helng actively
Eavoumed by
the sware

formulation of palicy, with tendencies bordering
on stabe capture.

These fears were strengthened by the
recrgnition that these tendencies are not stalled
by competition in the "market’, bt are a

1 af the fi g of norkets. Given
asset and income inequality, and therefore
differential power among sconomic agents, the
functioning of the ‘market” fvouwrs, for multiple
reasans, those wha are asset-rich, leading 1o
ermeentration and centralisafion. That
recognition led to the argument that it is pot only
necesmary i regubste markets to address the
malicious outcames their funcioning can give
rise ta, but that there is 2 nessd o physically
prevent m:;mthufﬂuummhumaml
or even break up
thase that are ssen as oo big for comfort.

A promotion of big business

The difficulty is that while civil society voices can
make a case for such action, in the final analysis it
is the state that must implement the needed
policies. And the nature of the state is not
independent of the influsnce that the strsctures
nsocety exert.

Demoeracies have battled hard o force
Eovernments to maintain some distance from
private capital in general and big business in
partu:uh: Thixse Eﬂ'iuns I'nw bl:en p:l:!:.l]lj-‘

ins
amomg pdher things to strong action a@umt
monopaly and trustibication. Similar efforts were
seen in Indi immediately after Independence, as
a naticnal stabe emerged from a freedom
movement Ehat was a broad alliance of diverse
classes. But, over the vears the distance between
state and private capital has narrowed hugely,
leadling i the current situation in which the stabe
promotes big business rther than regulste or
curh the latter. Within that frmework the

that woukl be Eustered by a Bberalised regime will
coumber concentration. The reverse has
tappened, despite sarly signs in some sectors
that competition had increased. Even inares
sanch as eelecommunications and cidl aviatbon,
the imitial increase in the number of new players
omby triggered a process of churning, with
aszociated social waste, that has fmally lefta few,
with signs of collusion among them. The
consummer will be the loser.

The secand is the propagation of the view that
the state must help strengthen domestic big
business to not just bold its own against gnt
global competitors, but to step bevond Indian
shores. State policy, diplsmacy and public
resources, incuding these channedled through
public banks had to serve & instruments for the
purpose. While Bberalisaon opened up Indian
markets, anxl subjected much of Indian business:
o global competition, state intervention was
mosdified to protect and promote sections of big
business, not keast through large-seale subsidies
] eranesfers.

The money Bactor

Third is the refisal to reduce: the influence of
money in palitics. In the event, closeness af
political parties fand therefore the

they many lexd) to big business has turned out to
be a premeguisite for gamering the resources
nesded to *manage” elections and win elscioml
support. Over time, policy has been dhanged i
legitimise corporate domations o polifical parties,
including throwugh the infamous electoral bonds
scheme,

What is frightening in the current situation is
that these tendencies have coalesoed into a
strategy where in the name of strengthening
Inclian business as pant of promoting the national
interest, a very few business groups have been
.I:I:nt:r Ervoured by the state. Under normal

decisions as o how many and which b
groups o promite, and to what exent, &
arbitrany.

Three trends hove signalled this norrowing of
political distance between the state and big
bustines=z. First, the embrace of neoliberalizm by
powerfil voices within and outside the state. This
mplied adoption of the view that the role of the
stabe & not o regulde private capital, but o
Eacilitate its growth as means to all round
economic progress. [n fct, advocates of
neciberalizm have argued that the competition

e, this should have led b
uﬂupruad.mmltrnﬂu andl dizsent. Not just
amuong those in the lower segments of the asset
anwd income pyramid, but amang more porwerfisl
sections closer to the top who ane being ignoned.
That woulkd spell instability and also perhaps
serve as cormective. But that has not happened in
the new Indi, becouse ygain in the name of
natiomal inberest, state power is being used to
suppress any such dissent. The result i an almost
relentless march o exireme concentration af
wealth and economic power.
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