
In the contemporary land-
scape of the Indian econ-
omy, the infusion of dis-

ruptive technologies has ignit-
ed a digital revolution, pro-
pelling the nation into a glob-
al IT powerhouse. India is
currently witnessing an
unprecedented ubiquity of
technology, with entrepre-
neurs leveraging cutting-edge
technologies like AI,
blockchain, Internet of Things
(IoT), machine learning, and
data analytics to tackle mul-
tifaceted challenges. Today,
India possesses all the neces-
sary ingredients to become a
modern IT-empowered
nation: a wealth of educated
workforce, technological
expertise, supportive govern-
ment policies, and a collabo-
rative digital ecosystem are
driving the nation forward. 
The recent G20 Summit
showcased India’s prowess in
emerging technologies and
digital transformation. India
successfully demonstrated
that its IT sector is a force
multiplier and a bulwark of
innovation, continuing to
empower cutting-edge digital
solutions. According to the
RBI survey, the revenue from
Indian IT service exports
rose to USD 185 billion dur-

ing FY2022-23. This monu-
mental contribution by India’s
IT industry on the world
stage underscores the sector’s
pivotal role in weaving the
nation’s economic fabric.
With the proliferation of low-
cost data and increased sys-
tem transparency, India’s rev-
olutionary digital initiatives
like BHIM-UPI and e-RUPI
have gained international
recognition as pioneering
steps towards digital transfor-
mation. The rise of digital
payment systems and the
push towards a cashless econ-
omy have improved accessi-
bility to financial services,
enhanced commercial inclu-
sion in tier-2 and tier-3 cities.
Together with conducive gov-
ernment initiatives like the
JAM trinity (Jan Dhan,
Aadhaar, and Mobile), India
has catalyzed the rise of a
dynamic startup ecosystem,
propelling the nation to the
forefront of global technolog-
ical innovation. This strategic

approach aligns with the gov-
ernment’s vision of creating a
holistic environment con-
ducive to growth, exemplified
by initiatives such as Make in
India, Digital India, and Skill
India to support schemes for
Micro, Small, and Medium
Enterprises (MSMEs).
Currently, India boasts the
world’s third-largest IT start-
up ecosystem, a testament to
the nation’s prowess in lever-
aging technology for innova-
tion and economic advance-
ment. As India looks ahead to
2024 and beyond, several
trends and milestones indi-
cate a bright future for the
country’s digital economy.
India’s digital economy is set
to account for over 20 per cent
of its GDP by 2026, showcas-
ing the sector’s robust growth.
From 4.5 per cent in 2014 to
11% today, the digital econ-
omy’s contribution is on a
steep upward trajectory. 
The focus is shifting from
established players to open-
source systems and disruptive
startups, broadening the
scope of digitization. Digital
public infrastructure, securi-
ty, and digital skilling are
becoming pivotal areas of
focus. The demographic div-
idend of a young, educated

workforce, combined with a
deep pool of tech-savvy talent,
has created a fertile ground
for innovation and collabora-
tion.
The ecosystem’s vibrancy is
further accentuated by the
government’s supportive poli-
cies, encouraging indigenous
entrepreneurship and estab-
lishing a level playing field for
startups. Today, India’s tech
startups are not merely
addressing age-old systemic
challenges; they are also sow-
ing the seeds for a brighter
and more sustainable India.
With the world looking to
leverage the power of AI,
India has emerged as a trail-
blazer in harnessing the latent
potential of AI. 
With a robust foundation
laid by government initiatives,
a dynamic private sector, and
an adaptive population, India
is poised to emerge as a glob-
al digital powerhouse. The
year 2024 promises to be a
turning point, with a focus on
inclusivity and innovation
reaffirming India’s status as a
leader in the global digital
economy. 

(The writer is Director
General, Software

Technology Parks of India;
views are personal)
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Gandhis are unable to digest the fact that
they are no longer the glue around which
party revolved once upon a time, they have
lost that Midas touch. 
As far as the election manifesto is con-
cerned, leaders and grassroots workers
need to be there to share the promise with
voters right at the booth level, but with a
flurry of desertions in the grand old party,
it will not be a surprise if most of the vot-
ers would not even have a clue of what
Congress has promised in its manifesto.
With these desertions, the gulf between the
grassroots level and the top leadership of
Gandhis has further increased.

Bal Govind | Noida  
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Madam — The recent update exercise
undertaken by the NCERT to revise ref-
erences in textbooks has sparked discus-
sions about the portrayal of historical
events and political narratives in education-
al materials. NCERT clarified that these
updates are not a syllabus revision but

rather an effort to reflect contemporary
realities and correct factual errors in text-
books. One notable change involves the ref-
erences to the demolition of the disputed
structure at Ayodhya. NCERT adjusted the
language to align with the latest develop-
ments in politics, highlighting the impor-
tance of presenting accurate and updated
information to students.
NCERT emphasized the need to acknowl-
edge the complexity of such events, ensur-
ing that all communities affected are rep-
resented accurately. Overall, efforts to
update educational textbooks reflect a com-
mitment to providing students with accu-
rate, relevant, and inclusive learning mate-
rials. As education continues to evolve, it
is essential to adapt educational materials
to reflect the changing socio-political
landscape and promote a deeper under-
standing of history, politics, and society.

Shruti Saggar | Ludhiana
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Madam — Apropos the news article
“Modi knocks hard on Mamata’s door in
Bengal” published on April 5, this is my
response. If India has indeed seen the hor-
ror of Sandeshkhali revolving around
atrocities upon women folk; surely it
must be asked whether the country had
acted “blind” revolving around spine-chill-
ing gangrapes/murder/naked parade of
women folks in Uttar Pradesh Gujarat
Kathua or Manipur to cite a few! Persons
pointing accusing fingers towards one and
only TMC dispensation of West Bengal
must also deliver their verdict upon
“exemplary” pro-women environment in
saffron states around the country also! 
After all among the 25 Opposition lead-
ers, who have chosen to cross over to the
BJP at various points in time, as many as
23 have managed to earn a reprieve with
cases against them either closed or put in
the “cold storage”! It proves that BJP is
nothing but a “saffron-coloured washing
machine” which can turn even the “black-
est” leader to absolutely “pristine white”!
So naturally, the BJP acts as the “social
detergent” helping public life get rid of all
stains of corruption! So let the sleeping
dogs lie as far as the Vyapam scam
(Madhya Pradesh), Ventilator scam
(Gujarat), Electoral bond or public Fund
opened during the onset of the pandem-
ic are concerned!

Kajal Chatterjee | Kolkata
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Madam — Apropos the editorial “At
Crossroads” published on April 6, this is
my response. Switching sides during elec-
tions is a common feature in Indian poli-
tics and it is not surprising to see so many
deserting Congress ships in the last few
days. But what is worrying is when one of
your former CM, sitting MP leaves you,
then it sends a signal that Congress lead-
ership and Gandhis are not able to man-
age and hold their leaders into their fold.
We have seen how tall leaders like Himanta
Biswa Sarma, and Jyotiraditya Scindia left
Congress and are now well-settled in BJP.
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pressure” on the corporates.
Welcome move. It has also
promised reversal of Agnipath
army recruitment. In most
such opposition promises, it
was observed that once in
government, the issues are
shelved and some may even
say these were “jumlas” as
manifestos have turned out.  
The 1971 Congress manifesto
is remembered to the day for
its classic “Garibi Hatao” slo-
gan. The slogan five “Nyaya”,
may be a good idea but are not
inspiring. It calls for five pillars
of justice — Justice for Youth,
Justice for Women’, Justice for
Farmers, Justice for Workers,
and Justice for Shareholders.
What is so great about it, if it
has to counter mumkin hai!
The convenor P
Chidambaram has been criti-
cising government perfor-
mances in his newspaper
columns and even challenged
the new statistics. It does not
reflect in his document. It
even does not question the fig-
ures of 3-trillion economy
which has a high repayment of
Rs 10 lakh crore and reduces
Rs 47 lakh crore 2024-25 bud-
get to Rs 37 lakh crore. The 7
percent growth figures are
being questioned by World
Bank.
The communication could
have been sharper. It could
have highlighted the weaker
consumer sentiments than five
years back as RBI’s Consumer
Confidence Survey denotes. In
2024, fewer people report
improvement in employment

of income situation. The mid-
dle class is promised stable
income-tax. It does not
promise that it would be at the
level of 22 percent corporate
taxes.
To combat unemployment,
Congress has guaranteed a
one-year apprenticeship with
a private or a public sector
company to every diploma
holder or college graduate
below the age of 25 years. The
wages of workers under the
Mahatma Gandhi National
Rural Employment Guarantee
Act will also be increased to Rs
400 per day — the minimum
national wages it announces. It
seems to have forgotten that
apprenticeship scheme was
introduced by Indira Gandhi
in 1970s.  It was a cropper as
the private sector never liked
it and PSUs were lukewarm.  
All metros in the country
except Kolkata are running in
losses. 
Manifesto could have harped
on it and suggested pocket and
eco-friendly solutions. Caste-
based census could help it
politically to an extent but that
cannot be road map for creat-
ing jobs. It has got into the trap
of caste politics.
It has spoken of high petrol
prices, questioned “cess” raj but
is silent on atrociously high
petrol road cess toll of Rs 32.9
per litre introduced promising
to abolish toll gates. The coun-
try needs freedom from extor-
tionist toll collections of over
Rs 10 lakh crore through cess
and toll gates causing high

inflation. Similarly, it is silent
on scrapping illicit law for
car/tractor junking and high
education fees. These cause
enormous wealth loss to farm-
ers and average families. With
a bit of empathy it could have
touched millions of hearts. 
It has done well to promise that
job applications would not
have any fee. The call for
opening more Kendriya
Vidyalayas and Navodaya
Vidyalayas are reassuring. The
move to introduce free educa-
tion up to class ten is appropri-
ate. Would it be so also in pri-
vate public schools? It has a
model in UP. In 1960s, the
Congress government intro-
duced the system of paying
teachers’ salaries even for pri-
vate schools ushering in
required changes in the edu-
cation scenario. That brings
the  fundamental difference.  
It has decided to review the
Telecommunications Act, 2023
and remove the provisions
that restrict freedom of speech
and expression that violate
the right to privacy. It ignores
the more draconian Bharat
Samhita or other amendments
to the Indian Penal Code and
Criminal Procedure Code.
The powers to misuse ED, CBI
and other bodies emanate
from it. Still the promise to
have a fearless society may
raise hopes. The nation aspires
that with these new moves the
political discourse would turn
for the better.

(The author is a senior jour-
nalist; views are personal)
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Indian National Congress
has come out with a mani-
festo that looks pompous
and well-intentioned but
less original and more reac-

tive to the present policies. The
party is cautious even as it says it
may replace NEP but is subdued
on proposed novel path to deal
with the sliding economy, elo-
quently silent on PSUs and
unnecessary 4-year-BA degree
modelled on the highly expensive
US model.
It notes overall dissatisfaction
over NEP but limits it to “will
revisit and amend the New
Education Policy (NEP) after
consulting with the state govern-
ments”. Does it mean the 4-year
degree course to continue? Its
scrapping could have highlight-
ed deep concerns to instil confi-
dence in the youth, each of who
would spend at least Rs 3 lakh a
year extra and be delayed for job
market. Overall, from unheard of
four-year nursery — to new four-
year-degree — a child loses four
years during education. Congress
could have highlighted the unnec-
essary fourth year at the degree
level to cost two crore aspirants’
additional expenditure of Rs 6
lakh crore a year? 
It avoids a word on PSUs. The
Nav Sankalp Economic Policy
resets the button with “3-W”s —
work, wealth and welfare for
reviewing GST — hope of most
small traders, promote manufac-
turing and make jobs the corner-
stone, rejecting jobless growth.  A
new welfare orientation since
1991. Its definition of work is the
same as in the present — self-
employment and starting busi-
ness.
It highlights that RBI finds 60 per-
cent of central projects stalled
causing a cost escalation of Rs 5
lakh crore. It could have said these
would be scrapped. On labour
laws too the party is evasive on
undoing the amendments deny-
ing them the rights.
On corruption, it says, “will
probe demonetisation, Rafale
deal, Pegasus spyware, the
Electoral Bonds scheme and
bring to law those who made ille-
gal gains through these measures”.
Rahul Gandhi at launch said
electoral bonds showed that polit-
ical funding to the BJP was
through “extortion and putting
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Apropos the news article “Cinema
Rediscovers Savarkar” published
on April 5, this is my response.

Veer Savarkar, a revered figure in India’s
struggle for independence, epitomised
unwavering dedication and commit-
ment to the nation’s cause. His visionary
leadership and courageous activism were
instrumental in shaping the course of
India’s fight for freedom. A prolific
writer, poet, and revolutionary thinker,
Savarkar’s literary works, notably “The
First War of Indian Independence,”

stirred a sense of nationalism among
countless Indians. Despite enduring
years of incarceration and facing formi-
dable challenges, Savarkar remained res-
olute in his quest for liberty for his
beloved motherland. Savarkar’s contribu-
tions to the freedom movement were pro-
found and far-reaching. 
Randeep Hooda’s recent directorial debut,
Swatantra Veer Savarkar, delves into the
life of Vinayak Damodar Savarkar, a piv-
otal figure in India’s fight for indepen-
dence. Hooda’s portrayal of Savarkar is
lauded for its historical accuracy and his
remarkable physical transformation. The
film sheds light on Savarkar’s ideology
and incarceration in the Kaala Paani jail,
sparking meaningful discussions about
his legacy — a must-watch for those
intrigued by this significant period in
Indian history.

Amarjeet Kumar | Hazaribagh
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T
he outcome of the Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI’s) first Monetary Policy 
Committee (MPC) meeting of the financial year did not surprise anyone. 
Nevertheless, the tone of the RBI governor’s statement, the monetary 
policy resolution, and the post-policy media interaction by RBI officials 

suggested that the MPC was determined to achieve the legally mandated target of 
4 per cent inflation rate on a durable basis, which must be welcomed. As a result, 
the MPC left the policy repo rate unchanged at 6.5 per cent for the seventh  
consecutive time. Given that the MPC expects the Indian economy to grow 7 per 
cent this financial year, marking the fourth consecutive year of at least 7 per cent 
growth, it provides significant policy space to the central bank to focus on inflation 
and allow the disinflation process to be completed. 

While both growth and inflation outcomes have become relatively favourable, 
and the significance of attaining the 4 per cent inflation target on a durable basis is 
well understood by market participants, it is worth assessing when the target is 
likely to be achieved. The MPC expects the inflation rate to average 4.5 per cent 
this financial year, but that will still be above target. It has been argued, including 
in the MPC, that the real policy rate of 2 per cent can undermine growth outcomes. 
But the other view in the committee is that the real policy rate should be seen with 
the inflation rate, which is projected to remain above target in 2024-25. So, for how 
long will the MPC maintain the policy repo rate at 6.5 per cent? The Monetary 
Policy Report (MPR), also released last week, had some interesting indications. It 
noted that assuming a normal monsoon and no policy shocks, the structural model 
indicates that the inflation rate will average 4.1 per cent in 2025-26. Projections by 
professional forecasters polled by the RBI suggest that the policy rate would be 
reduced by 50 basis points in the current financial year. 

Given the comfort on the growth side, it is likely that the MPC will want to be 
fully convinced that inflation will remain close to the target on a durable basis 
before contemplating monetary easing. Last-mile disinflation may be testing for 
both the RBI and financial markets. Notably, the last-mile difficulty in attaining 
the inflation target is primarily emanating from volatility in food prices. In February, 
for instance, the food inflation rate was 7.8 per cent, and it contributed about 70 
per cent to the headline rate. The core inflation rate, on the other hand, at 3.4 per 
cent, marked the lowest level in the current series. Food price volatility is always 
hard to predict, particularly in the context of increasing extreme weather events. 
In fact, handling food price volatility could become more difficult in the future. 

Research featured in the MPR notes that both inflation and its volatility could 
increase over time. Frequent weather shocks might demand tighter monetary 
policy. Further, inflation expectations may get de-anchored, undermining the 
credibility of the central bank. Predictably, this would warrant a higher policy 
interest rate to contain inflation, which will affect output. How the climate issue 
and food economy are managed, therefore, can have a significant impact on  
monetary policy in the medium to long run. For now, the focus will be on rabi 
output and monsoon prospects.

Poll promises
Congress could have offered a more progressive agenda

E
lection manifestos of political parties tend to offer a vision of  
governance that is often impractical. The Congress’s manifesto for the 
upcoming Lok Sabha elections fits this template. The manifesto  
suggests that the time for a radical change in the style of governance 

has come and that the elections present an opportunity for such change. But it 
is hard to spot the signs of radical thinking in this document. Rather than 
outlining a programme based on a coherent ideology, its proposals are either 
reactive, reversing initiatives by the ruling National Democratic Alliance, or 
problematic in terms of implementation. Termed “Nyay Patra” (Document of 
Justice), it offers five pledges for justice — for the youth, women, farmers, and 
workers, and for equity — and 25 guarantees, a riff on the Bharatiya Janata 
Party’s (BJP’s) slogan of “Modi ki Guarantee”. 

To be sure, there are some good ideas in the manifesto. Chief among them is 
the proposal to enact a law on bail that would incorporate the principle that “bail 
is the rule, jail is the exception” in all criminal laws. This is an interesting promise, 
since it was the Congress-led United Progressive Alliance that made the bail terms 
under the Prevention of Money Laundering Act so stringent as to be non-workable 
for the accused. Some of its suggestions for tax and economic reform are also  
welcome. Among them are the proposals to do away with the “angel tax” for unlisted 
companies that gain funding from angel investors and a law to limit Union cess 
and surcharges, which have increased substantially in recent years, to 5 per cent of 
gross tax revenues. More attractive for industry would be the promise of a “GST 
2.0”, a single moderate rate with a few exceptions, doing away with the confusion 
multiplicity that has been the bane of goods and services tax. The party has also 
wisely desisted from mentioning a return to the old pension scheme. It has  
underlined its woke credentials by pledging to introduce a law recognising civil 
unions between couples belonging to the LGBTQIA+ community. 

Against these progressive ideas must be weighed a raft of fiscally and socially 
imprudent proposals. Among the former are guarantees of a legal minimum 
support price (MSP), the issue that is the cause of the current fractured relations 
between farmers and the Union government, and is widely considered by 
economists to impose a heavy annual burden on the exchequer. A cash dole of 
~1 lakh a year to women of poor families is similarly ill-advised. Though the 
party reckoned that the proposal achieved some traction in the recent Assembly 
polls, an open-ended payout such as this could impose a heavy pressure on  
government finances. It is also a pity that the party, having promised a new  
electoral dynamic, is falling back on old divisive caste-based politics. Promising 
a caste census and pledging to raise the 50 per cent cap on reservations for 
Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribes and Other Backward Classes is likely to roil 
existing social resentments at a time when formal job creation remains one of 
India’s key economic challenges as will the pledge to implement a 50 per cent 
women’s quota in central government jobs. In as much as voters take an election 
manifesto seriously, the Congress appears to have missed a chance to offer  
something more than a BJP-minus agenda.
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J
ust the other day a prominent state university’s 
professors invited me to join their discussion 
on how to modernise their curriculum. When 

my turn to speak came, I said the 
most important first step in this 
modernisation effort was to start a 
course on digital humanities, initial-
ly at bachelor’s level and allow stu-
dents from arts or science back-
grounds from schools to join. As I 
was speaking, I noticed the quizzical 
look on the faces of practically all of 
the dozen or so professors in the 
room. Then, one of them stood up 
and said: “I can guarantee you that 
not one of the students from an 
arts/humanities background will join the course: The 
word ‘digital’ will frighten them.” Once he said that, 
the rest of the professors in the room said: “We agree!” 

“Do you know that the National Education Policy 
2020 has a feature that data science will be taught in 
all schools in India from this year?” I asked. That 
question of mine was met with bewildered looks. I 
then pointed out this was a key suggestion of the 11-
member expert group, in which I was, which created 
the NEP 2020, and I was thrilled when all the other 
members immediately accepted it and made it a key 
recommendation. Even the implementation is under 
way now and I could see an initial textbook already 
ready (you can see it by searching for “DATA SCIENCE 
GRADE VIII Teacher Handbook” on the internet). 

The CBSE (Central Board of Secondary Education) 
school folks have also shown their enthusiasm for 
data science by making the following public 

announcement: “The objective of 
this curriculum is to lay the founda-
tion for Data Science, understanding 
how data is collected, analysed and 
how it can be used in solving prob-
lems and making decisions. It will 
also cover ethical issues with data 
including data governance and 
builds foundation for AI-based appli-
cations of data science. Therefore, 
(the) CBSE is introducing ‘Data 
Science’ as a skill module of 12 hours’ 
duration in class VIII and as a skill 

subject in classes IX-XII.” 
In other words in three years, we will be able to 

see a stream of college aspirants in India, excited by 
data science and eager to know more. The exact word-
ing for this goal in the NEP 2020 document is this: 
“multi-disciplinarity and a holistic education across 
the sciences, social sciences, arts, humanities, and 
sports for a multidisciplinary world in order to ensure 
the unity and integrity of all knowledge.” 

One of the professors with me that day then raised 
his hand and asked: “Do you mean to say that all our 
children must learn computer programming and 
become computer programmers?” 

No, I said, it’s something like this: If you have to 
teach your young daughter how to ride a bicycle, you 

don’t start by lecturing her about the physics of 
motion, then move on to lecture her about how rub-
ber is made into tyres and metal is converted into 
bicycle parts. You seat her on a bicycle, hold the cycle 
in place, get her to learn how to balance, tell her how 
to get her feet to the ground and balance herself, and 
so on. Over time she will experiment and figure things 
out by herself. 

Similarly, if a child must learn data science, he 
does not necessarily need to learn computer pro-
gramming. He can learn to look at, for example, the 
batting score from 10 matches for three cricketers 
and calculate which of them scored the most runs, 
the average score of each cricketer, and the standard 
deviation of the score of each cricketer… so we can 
judge who is most consistent in batting. With such 
real-life examples, which all children are aware of, 
the key features of data science can be taught. 

As I was saying all this, I could see a sense of relax-
ation among the professors, but also a sense of the 
challenges that lie ahead. If executed correctly, citi-
zens at all levels may jump into the upcoming digital 
world. For example, as I stroll through my neigh-
bourhood in Bombay, I can see small roadside fruit 
vendors and fish sellers display a QR code near their 
coir baskets and ready to accept digital payments. 
The Aadhaar now is carried by 1.2 billion Indians. 
Nearly 300 million Indians now do online shopping. 
And they all seem to have made this transition to 
the digital world enthusiastically and happily. 

However, I couldn’t but make some cautionary 
remarks: The spread of any new technological wave 
can also create a societal upheaval. I still remember 
the 100-odd prosperous cotton textile mills in the 
Parel area of Bombay when I started working there 
after graduating from IIM Calcutta in 1971 and how 
that world collapsed into strikes and violence with 
the arrival of far cheaper synthetic fibres like nylon 
and mixes like terry-cotton and the collapse of all 
100-plus mills over the next eight-ten years. 

The digital era, which data science is part of, will 
have its threatening aspects with a few elements 
like privacy, fake news, and digital fraud already 
starting to create anxiety. To rationally deal with 
these threats and benefit from the opportunities, it 
is critically important that data science knowledge 
spread across all humans (lawyers, doctors, accoun-
tants…) and not just nerds, so that we as humans 
make the right choices. 

The writer (ajitb@rediffmail.com) is an internet entrepreneur

I
n the last week of March, Chief Economic Advisor 
V Anantha Nageswaran said the government 
could not solve all social and economic problems, 

such as unemployment. He wondered what the gov-
ernment could do on the employment front “short of 
hiring more itself”. “In the normal world, it is the 
commercial sector that needs to do the hiring,” he 
claimed. India’s gross domestic product (GDP) grew 
8 per cent in the December quarter — while the unem-
ployment rate among graduates is over 40 per cent. 
But jobless growth is not a new syndrome. It has 
plagued every regime for the past 25 years, including 
the two Congress-led regimes as well. I remember 
former chief economic advisor Shankar Acharya 
pointed out in his columns in this very space even 
the strong growth in the mid-2000s did not lead to a 
commensurate rise in employment. The United 
Progressive Alliance was led by a 
dream team of ministers and bureau-
crats. The finest brains in the gov-
ernment and outside had formulated 
numerous schemes, including job 
guarantee schemes. But to no avail. 
Unemployment remained high. The 
Modi government has brought in an 
equally large number of policies and 
yet joblessness has remained sticky. 

When Narendra Modi was cam-
paigning for power in 2013-14, in his 
election rallies, he often asked the 
youth: “Aapko naukri chahiye ki nahi 
chahiye.” In one of the earliest election 
speeches in Agra in November 2013, 
he had promised 10 million jobs a year to the youth if 
voted to power. When Zee TV asked him about this 
promise in January 2018, Mr Modi instead pointed 
out street food vendors selling pakodas should also 
be included in employment statistics; and so, unem-
ployment in the country is much lower. His creative 
logic drew a few laughs, giving birth to “pakodanomics” 
while his supporters passionately argued that it reflect-
ed his right emphasis on entrepreneurship. 

Why is it so hard for government action to create 
jobs — so much so that even high economic growth 
under different regimes is not good enough to change 
the basic picture of unemployment? One, as Mr 

Nageswaran correctly pointed out, “it is the commer-
cial sector (which) needs to do the hiring”. But then, 
shouldn’t he ask himself — or ask the commercial 
sector — why is it not creating more jobs? Businesses 
don’t hire for the sake of it. They hire when they think 
they need more hands. Unfortunately, for netas, 
babus, and job-seekers, they also weigh the advan-
tages of hiring humans versus acquiring machines. 
Many aspects of manufacturing and construction are 
now mechanised, which is preferable for businesses. 
Humans need skilling, careful management, and 
replacing when they quit. It is challenging but neces-
sary for labour-intensive sectors like textiles, and the 
services sector. Indeed, there is a shortage of skilled 
employees in all services like travel, transport, hos-
pitality, health care, software development, mainte-
nance and repair functions, design, finance, and mar-

keting. Anyone with skills in these 
areas is not jobless. 

So can’t government policies 
nudge businessmen to hire more? Of 
course, they can. That leads us to the 
second reason for jobless growth: 
While Mr Modi promised jobs before 
the 2014 election, for six years he did 
nothing to help create them. Between 
2014 and 2020, his initiatives were 
mainly social: Swachh Bharat, Jan 
Dhan, Digital India, Beti Bachao Beti 
Padao, Suraksha Bima, Jeevan Jyoti 
Bima, Atal Pension, Soil Health Card, 
etc. The “economic” schemes of this 
period like Make in India, Skills India, 

MUDRA loans, and Startup India were a lot of sloga-
neering, with very little impact on job creation. The 
coup de grace was the Tughlaki scheme demonetisa-
tion, which destroyed small businesses and jobs. No 
wonder India’s GDP growth dipped to 5 per cent before 
Covid-19 (even after making a 1.5-2 per cent upward 
adjustment by changing the method of GDP calcula-
tion). The economy sank into a morass. The govern-
ment in panic drastically cut corporate tax rates on 
September 20, 2019, to make businesses invest and 
hire. This gamble failed. Businesses refused to step 
up, given poor demand growth. 

However, in the post-Covid period, GDP growth 

picked up and revenues to the exchequer boomed, 
allowing the government to launch a set of ambitious 
policies. This time it was all hands-on development 
projects and simultaneous initiatives in multiple direc-
tions — something never seen before. The govern-
ment announced Production-linked Incentives during 
Covid-19 itself. Then came the defence production 
and exports policy and railway modernisation. In the 
2023-24 Budget, the government allocated an 
unprecedented ~10 trillion for infrastructure. 
Implementation is visible on the ground in the rail-
ways, defence production, road transport, urban 
infrastructure such as metro projects (some of it waste-
ful), water, power, etc. It has even made destructive 
changes to the Indian Forest Act to remove hindrances 
in the path of “development”. I am certain this will 
lead to some job growth. Does the government need 
to do more? 

If the “commercial sector needs to do the hiring”, 
the real and frictional cost of doing business needs to 
be slashed and Chinese dumping at below cost has 
to stop. Writing on the issue of job creation seven 
years ago, I had said that successive governments had 
contributed to making the lives of business persons 
tougher. The Prime Minister’s Office can have a team 
whose only job is to listen to business persons’ mann 
ki baat about the reasons for the high cost and delays 
involved in doing business. Common and recurring 
problems could be clubbed and eliminated; this would 
require working with the states (at least the Bharatiya 
Janata Party-ruled ones). The team could also monitor 
a few labour-intensive projects to understand the bot-
tlenecks they face, right up to the implementation 
stage, and recommend systemic changes. Maybe we 
will see this happening in Mr Modi’s third term as 
Prime Minister. After all, he has come a long way from 
the wasteful publicity of social schemes to the central 
funding of development projects. Freeing job creators 
from a corrupt and destructive web of policies and 
practices from the Centre down to the talukas is the 
third and final step required. Jobs would follow, to 
the extent possible. Beyond that, we wade into the 
much more difficult terrain of education and skilling.  

The writer is editor of www.moneylife.in and a  trustee  
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That tricky issue of job creation 

Climate issues can complicate monetary policy

The last mile

E
very few months when Donald J 
Trump was president, Iran 
made a show of its ballistic 

missiles and set off a small panic in 
Washington. The tests went like this: A 
missile flew up from one part of Iran, 
travelled through the country’s 
airspace and, ideally, blew up 
harmlessly in another part of Iran, 
hundreds of miles away. 

The former White House political 
adviser John Kelly remembers that, on 
one such occasion, Trump said he 
wanted to shoot the weapon down. 
“Well, sir, that’s an act of war,”  
Kelly recalls telling him. “You really 
need to go over to Congress and get at 
least an authorization.” 

“They’ll never go along with it,” 
Trump apparently replied. 

“Well, I know,” Kelly said. “But 

that’s our system.” 
This anecdote and many other 

alarming scenes appear in Jim 
Sciutto’s  The Return of Great Powers, 
an absorbing account of 21st-century 
brinkmanship. Sciutto has interviewed 
several of Trump’s former advisers, 
including Kelly, who explains that he 
managed to talk his old boss out of 
some of his worst ideas only by 
suggesting they would hurt his 
standing in public opinion. 

That such political figures would 
speak so candidly can be partly 
credited to Sciutto’s standing as CNN’s 
chief national security analyst and his 
earlier stint with the State Department 
under Barack Obama. He’s the kind of 
well-connected reporter who, as we 
learn in this book, gets a call at 3 am, in 
February 2022, from an unnamed 
Congress member to warn him that a 
war in Ukraine is imminent. 

The Return of Great Powers  argues 
that we are living through a Cold War 
redux. The battle is being waged on 
every imaginable front, from undersea 
communication cables to satellites in 
outer space and the growing frontiers 
of artificial intelligence. 

One great difference between this 

cold war and the last, Sciutto contends, 
is that the guardrails erected to prevent 
superpower rivalries from sliding into 
catastrophe have been steadily 
dismantled. Over the past quarter-
century, both the United States and 
Russia have abandoned one arms 
control treaty after another and lines of 
communication between all three 
powers have been purposely reduced. 
As one unnamed 
State Department 
official tells Sciutto, 
when a mysterious 
Chinese balloon 
drifted across 
North America last 
fall, the Chinese 
military “refused to 
pick up the phone.” 

Add to this 
precarity those 
proxy mischief-
makers — North Korea, Iran, Turkey 
and Saudi Arabia, to name a few — that 
might see advantage in provoking a 
superpower showdown. It’s enough to 
send those with a front-row view into 
the old basement bomb shelter. 

Having identified the peril, Sciutto’s 
panelists also agree on the solutions: 

Unwavering commitment to the 
defence of Ukraine; greater integration 
of NATO forces; much closer 
cooperation between the European 
and Asian blocs of democratic nations. 
Ironically, many of these 
recommendations are now being 
enacted thanks to the Russian invasion 
and Chinese encroachments — long-
neutral Sweden and Finland have 
joined NATO, and East Asian nations 
have strengthened their mutual 
defence pacts. 

But that doesn’t mean there isn’t 

cause for concern. Trump, once again 
his party’s presumptive presidential 
nominee, has fought against US 
military aid to Ukraine and urged 
Russia “to do whatever the hell” it 
wants to NATO members who fail to 
meet their financial obligations. 

The ideal way forward for a great 

power like the United States has always 
been fraught, and looking back at the 
mistakes and successes of the Cold War 
is often instructive, but not always. 
Adam E Casey’s Up in Arms  is well 
written and clearly the product of 
prodigious research; it also shows  
how Cold War comparisons can 
sometimes go too far. 

Casey, a former academic who is 
now a national security analyst for a 
curiously unspecified branch of the 
US government, sets out to re-
examine the accepted wisdom that US 

aid to 
totalitarian 
regimes served 
to maintain and 
prolong those 
dictatorships 
during the latter 
half of the 20th 
century. In 
rebutting this 
thesis, he sets 
out some 
statistics that 

are initially eye-catching. According 
to his examination of hundreds of 
Cold War authoritarian regimes, 
Soviet-supported rulers survived, on 
average, twice as long as American-
supported ones. Most startling, in any 
given year, US-backed dictators were 
about seven times more likely to fall 

than their Soviet counterparts. 
Casey gamely suggests his findings 

might have currency as the planet 
enters another period of superpower 
jockeying, but it is hard to see precisely 
how this military-proxy dynamic of 
yore replicates itself. China has never 
shown much interest in extending its 
martial reach to countries beyond 
Asia, and Russian military tutelage is 
surely trading at a deep discount after 
its dismal Ukrainian outing. 

As for the United States, while 
displaying little reservation about 
cosying up to despots when 
convenient — witness some of the 
grotesqueries it has climbed into bed 
with for the so-called “war on terror” — 
it’s hard to imagine any eagerness to go 
back to the days of army-building in 
the wake of America’s Iraq and 
Afghanistan war hangovers. 

That being said, in 10 or 20  
years, the hangovers could fade.  
Giving up on democracy is all the  
rage these days. The leaders of the 
great powers could start eyeing  
Cold War-inspired playbooks like 
Casey’s, with dire results for everyone 
caught in between. 

The reviewer’s most recent book is The Quiet 

Americans: Four CIA Spies at the Dawn of the 

Cold War — A Tragedy in Three Acts 
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alpha narcissists talking to beta narcissists.
Many people have defended Huberman 

saying that it is silly to humiliate him using 
the comments of anonymous ex-lovers. Brit-
ish actor Russell Brand said that Huberman 
is being targeted by some women because he 
is a very manly man who appears to enjoy 
being a manly man.

But some scholars have used Huberman’s 
disgrace to remind people that they always 
found his ‘science,’ too, dubious. Andrea 
Love, a biologist, argued on Slate.com that 
Huberman used scientific lingo to impress 
gullible people: “Huberman fills his podcast 
with confident displays of pseudoscience, 
topped with the appeal to authority he gar-
ners by regularly repeating his academic 
credentials to gain your trust.”

But then, when it comes to “wellness,” 
especially the part that involves the mind, 
there is not much of a difference between 
science and pseudoscience.

Once, only monks were taken seriously 
when they spoke of abstract matters, and 
only those monks who wore special robes 
or signalled in some other way that they 
were different from other humans, even as 
they said stuff like “I am you, you are me.” 
Today, ‘neuro’ is the new robe of the mod-
ern monk.

Huberman says a lot of commonsensical 
things and uses the sacred theology of sci-
ence to persuade people—sleep well (some-
how); eat fruits, vegetables, proteins and 
healthy fats; remember to drink water; stress 
is bad; physical exercise is good; as much as 
possible, stay away from computer screens. 
Which sane person can disagree with any of 
this? But he also says a lot of abstract things, 
like, for instance, that practising gratitude 
“activates neural circuits.” He offers some 
kind of “scientific” evidence, but some of us 
intuitively know, or “neurally” know, that 
you cannot say anything definite yet about 
a whole lot of human behaviour just because 
somethings lit up on electroencephalogram.

Generally, Huberman says that decent 
behaviour leads to physical and mental 
health. A reason why he is now the subject of 
a controversy. Not because some scientist 
found contradictory evidence on an EEG 
screen, but because, according to an article 
in New York magazine, Huberman cheated 
on some women. By modern standards of 
male disgrace, this is almost funny. But the 
magazine’s reasoning is that if Huberman is 
morally shady, he should not be taken so 
seriously as a ‘wellness’ guru.

What I find amusing is that what eventu-
ally diminished his aura somewhat was not 

I
f you have ‘neuro’ in your bio, you can say 
just about anything about the mind, as 
though you know what it is. If you are situ-

ated in the West, and identify as male, you 
will be taken even more seriously. Andrew 
Huberman is one of several beneficiaries. He 
is also from Stanford, so conditions were 
perfect for him to begin a podcast about that 
thing people hyphenate with confidence: 
‘mind-body.’ He used expressions like “peer 
reviewed” and it appeared to many that he 
spoke scientific truths. He attracted millions 
of listeners. He is so popular that even 
though you may not have heard his podcast 
or read him at all, a lot of advice that has 
come down to you from reformative types 
emerged from him. If you know people who 
have suddenly become morning antennas to 
“catch” sunlight or started buying products 
like ashwagandha, you indirectly know 
Huberman. His fame would suggest a world 
deeply interested in physical and mental fit-
ness. You wouldn’t be able to guess that by 
looking around.

normal times and up to ₹250 during 
shortages. Thus the marginal cost of 
water is 20 to 35 times what the fortu-
nate people with access to municipal 
supply pay. If prices go up, people will 
adopt flow controllers, bucket showers, 
rainwater harvesting and other conser-
vation measures with greater urgency.

So pricing water is a solution to the 
scarcity and sustainability problem. The 
question is how do we get there.

There is no doubt that water is a 
necessity of life and everyone should 
have access to a basic quantity of it for 
drinking and washing. The United 
Nations General Assembly has decreed 
that every human has a right to 50 to 
100 litres of water per day from a source 
less than 1km and 30 minutes from 
home. In a country with many poor and 
low-income households, this water 
should be available regardless of one’s 
ability to pay. There is a case to make 
available this basic quantity of water 
free of cost to poor households.

With the availability of a robust social 
welfare infrastructure in the form of the 
Jan Dhan, Aadhaar and Mobile (JAM) 
trinity, it is already possible to ensure 
water is properly priced and the poor 
are provided the money to purchase it. 
Indian cities must raise water prices 
over a period of a few years until they 
are close to its marginal cost, and entitle 
poor households to water vouchers. 
Vouchers can be financed through 
the state government’s budget until 
municipal water corporations are able 
to cross-subsidize them from their own 
surpluses.

Today, municipal water supply is 
synonymous with piped water. There is 
no reason why this must be so. Indeed, 
municipal water companies should be 
mandated to provide at least 100 litres 
per person per day regardless of the 
means of delivery. It should be up to 
them to use pipes, bore wells, tankers 
or bottles, as long as they achieve the 
outcome.

Pricing can solve upstream problems 
as well. One reason the Kaveri water dis-

pute has persisted for decades is that 
there is no reason for the claimants to 
moderate their claims. The more they 
ask, the more the tribunal is likely to 
eventually assign them. 

My colleagues at Takshashila have 
shown that a more efficient and less 
contentious allocation system is indeed 
possible. States that claim more than a 
low basic quota must pay for the excess 
into a Kaveri Water Fund. States that 
take below their quota can receive 
money instead. This would allow state 
governments the flexibility to choose a 
wider set of policies, and give them the 
financial resources to compensate 
farmers and others who have to change 
their water-use patterns. Pricing will 
create incentives to economise on the 
use of water and lead to a more efficient 
allocation.

The policy design is not tremen-
dously difficult and the projects can be 
made financially viable. The biggest 
hurdle is a political system that is 
addicted to populism. Indian politicians 
know how to make paid things free. 
They are unfamiliar with the idea of 
making free things chargeable. Yet, 
there are examples—national highways, 
for instance—where pricing has created 
a bigger and better road network.

Water should be priced not because 
it will bring new sources of revenue to 
governments, but because it creates 
incentives for conservation. Tackling 
scarcity requires action on multiple 
fronts: increasing efficiency of use, 
promoting reuse, governing ground-
water, harvesting rainwater, rehabili-
tating water bodies, building new 
infrastructure and so on. It is hard to 
implement these at the scale required 
because there are few incentives to do 
so. No government has the capacity to 
cajole or coerce everyone into action. 
Pricing provides a strong incentive 
for people to do the right things. 
There is no alternative.

Disclosure: The author is on the board 
of Jal Seva Charitable Foundation. These 
are the author’s personal views.

A
 few years ago, the mayor of a 
Karnataka town asked me how 
she could prevent people from 

wastefully washing their yards, walls 
and vehicles with water from the 
municipal water supply. She told me 
she had organized awareness cam-
paigns, promoted conservation efforts 
and even personally remonstrated with 
citizens, but to little avail. When I asked 
her how much they paid for the water, 
she replied that the monthly charge was 
a few tens of rupees per connection, but 
this was not strictly enforced. She was 
taken aback when I told her that was 
why her conservation efforts had been 
unsuccessful.

An underpriced resource is over-con-
sumed. That is what is happening across 
the country, where underpriced water 
and electricity are causing people to 
consume more than the optimum. It is 
not a surprise that we are going from 
water scarcity to water crisis. The cur-
rent approach of underpricing water is 
no longer tenable, for water crises will 
only get worse in the coming years. 
Water can only be conserved when it is 
priced at marginal cost, at the most 
expensive litre of water produced to 
satisfy a given demand.

In Bengaluru, residential piped water 
costs between ₹7 and ₹45 per 1,000 
litres. Houses that do not have access to 
municipal water supply purchase water 
from tankers at around ₹150 during 

Only pricing will provide the incentives necessary for efficient and sustainable use of this resource

NITIN PAI
is co-founder and director of The 

Takshashila Institution, an independent 

centre for research and education in public 

policy.

No, neuroscientists do not know much about the mind
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A
fter declaring a crackdown on 
rupee derivatives traded on 
exchanges without underlying 
exposure to foreign-exchange 
risk, the Reserve Bank of India 
(RBI) extended its deadline for 

compliance. Circulated in January and slated to 
take effect from 5 April, RBI’s requirement for 
market position holders to affirm their need to 
hedge risk (and submit back-up proof above a 
point) has been pushed to 3 May. Transactions 
had crashed as brokers asked clients to comply, 
though the basic rule remains the same. Rupee 
options and futures are meant for globalized 
businesses to shield their finances from the 
blows of exchange-rate flux. So such positions 
can be held only by those with genuine forex 
exposure, a condition laid down all along by 
India’s Foreign Exchange Management Act. 
Deputy governor Michael Patra has elaborated 
that RBI had in 2014 permitted participants to 
take positions of up to a level without providing 
evidence of exposure. That relaxation, how-
ever, was misinterpreted to conclude there’s 
no need for underlying risk, “which is not the 
case,” he said, calling it “a violation of the law.”

Given signs of market turmoil in response 
to RBI’s move to enforce that rule, we could 
expect a significant scale-back in trading. The 
shake-up so far suggests a large chunk of these 
derivatives were being used by punters as a way 
to place bets in search of profits. That some of 
these trades are done on margin money—as 
opposed to those for which full contract sums 
are paid upfront—could have acted as a lure. 
While wider participation in a market is usually 
an assurer of superior price discovery, this logic 
can get upended if an upsurge in trades is led by 
a mix of clever traders and rookies who know 

little of what makes a key price move but are 
attracted by the market’s casino-like appeal. 
The irony then would be of risk naiveté in a 
market meant for risk mitigation. A peculiarity 
of how the rupee’s external value is determined 
also lends it a unique form of complexity. As 
RBI operates a managed float to ensure “orderly 
appreciation and depreciation of the rupee” 
against the US dollar, it intervenes in the forex 
market against sharp swings, but not to peg it at 
any level. Such a ‘mixed economy’ policy could 
tempt more price speculation than is healthy.

The last fiscal year was one of relative rupee 
stability. It dipped less than a percentage point 
against the dollar—less than its peer currencies, 
i.e., and also its long trend of a 3%-plus average 
annual decline. This was cited on Friday by RBI 
as a sign of macro stability. After the volatility 
of 2022-23, last year saw our capital inflows 
recover, trade gap stabilize and forex reserves (a 
war-chest used in the rupee’s defence) reach a 
new peak (of above $645 billion). Barring an oil 
or other such shock, trends in 2024-25 may 
favour rupee strength. Foreign funds will flow 
into Indian bonds enrolled by global indices; 
business borrowings from abroad could rise 
too, should US rates of interest soften, which 
may also send more investment dollars our 
way (unless RBI eases rates to neutralize such a 
Fed-action effect). Given RBI’s avowed focus 
on inflation, however, the liquidity released by 
bulky dollar purchases may need to be sterilized 
via bond sales, which would pressure yields up 
and tighten money. Even so, an abundance of 
dollars is better for our economy than capital 
outflows. It also grants RBI a firmer grip on the 
currency’s external value. The bank’s challenge 
for 2024-25, though, will be the balance struck 
with the rupee’s internal stability.

RBI has a better handle 
on rupee management 
RBI’s restriction of rupee derivative trading to those who must hedge their forex risk looks 

like part of an external stability effort. This year’s challenge is the rupee’s internal firmness
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It was one of India’s first
multinationals. The 

business of generics was in 
its infancy when Ranbaxy, 
along with a clutch of 
other Indian start-ups, 
figured out the reverse 
engineering formula that 
would make expensive 
drugs affordable, not just 
in developing markets but 
also in the US and Europe, 
where soaring healthcare 
costs put even lifesaving 
drugs out of the reach of 
millions of patients. 

The tragedy of Ranbaxy
is that from such 
auspicious beginnings, the 
company lost its way, 
spending most of the last 
decade fudging test results 
and battling consequent 
strictures from the US 
Food and Drug 
Administration. 

Its sale in 2008 to 
Daiichi Sankyo Co., as well 
as the regulatory problems 
faced by other Indian 
companies including Sun 
Pharma, the firm that has 
just acquired Ranbaxy 
from its Japanese owners, 
shows that the Indian 
generic pharma industry 
sacrificed quality for 
growth and now faces an 
uncertain future.
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Sun­Ranbaxy 
deal to create 
generics giant
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Sun Pharmaceutical In-
dustries Ltd, India’s big-
gest drug maker by mar-

ket value, has agreed to acquire
Ranbaxy Laboratories Ltd, con-
trolled  by Japan’s Daiichi San-
kyo Co. Ltd, in an all-stock deal
worth $3.2 billion that will cre-
ate the world’s fifth largest ge-
nerics (or off-patent) drugs
company by revenue and In-
dia’s largest pharma firm by
market share. 

The deal, which will also see
Sun assume $800 million of
debt on Ranbaxy’s books,
needs shareholder and regula-
tory clearances. 

For Daiichi, the deal is a con-
tinuation of its bet on the Indi-
an generics market, one it has
been unable to translate into
profits, with Ranbaxy, in which
it holds a 68% stake, running
into trouble with the US Food
and Drug Administration
(FDA). The US regulator has
banned imports from all of
Ranbaxy’s manufacturing
plants into the US. 

Sun too has run into some
trouble with FDA (imports
from one of its plants in Gu-
jarat to the US have been
banned), but the impact of this
is marginal. 

Under the transaction, ex-
pected to be completed by this
year’s end, shareholders of
Ranbaxy will receive four
shares of Sun Pharma for every
five they hold. Daiichi will be-
come the second-largest share-
holder in Sun Pharma with
around 8.9% stake. 

The share-swap ratio values
Ranbaxy at `457 per share, a
premium of 18% to the compa-
ny’s 30-day volume-weighted
average share price and an in-
crease of 24.3% to its 60-day
volume-weighted average
share price as on Friday, 4
April.

On Monday, Sun Pharma
shares gained 2.68% to `587.25
on the BSE while Ranbaxy
shares dropped 3.12% to
`445.20 on a day the bench-
mark Sensex ended little
changed at 22,343.45 points.
Last week, Ranbaxy shares
gained 26%, the biggest rise
since August, indicating that
the market suspected a deal
was in the works. 

Daiichi Sankyo paid 61%
more for Ranbaxy five years
ago at `737 rupees a share.

Citigroup Inc. advised Sun
Pharma on the transaction and
ICICI Securities Ltd was the ad-
viser to Daiichi Sankyo. EY, the
consulting firm formerly
known as Ernst and Young, did
the valuation.

The acquisition, the 14th
since 1997 for Sun Pharma,
controlled by billionaire Dilip
Shanghvi, will allow the com-
pany to expand in countries
where it hasn’t ventured so far
and give it access to Ranbaxy’s
product pipeline in the US and
large distribution network in
India. 

“Ranbaxy has a significant
presence in the Indian pharma
market and in the US where it
offers a broad portfolio of An-
das (abbreviated new drug ap-
plications) and first-to-file op-
portunities,” said Shanghvi in a
call with analysts.

“It provides a strong plat-
form, which is highly comple-
mentary to Sun Pharma’s
strengths. We see tremendous
growth opportunities and are
excited with the prospects to
create lasting value for both
our shareholders through a
successful combination of our
franchises,” he added.

The combination of Sun
Pharma and Ranbaxy will have
operations in 65 countries, 47
manufacturing facilities across
five continents, and a signifi-
cant platform of specialty and
generic products marketed glo-
bally, including 629 new gener-
ic drug approvals in the US.

The combined entity’s reve-
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All­stock deal valued at 
$3.2 billion; Daiichi 
Sankyo to become 
second­largest 
shareholder in Sun

BJP manifesto 
signals a 
political shift 
to the centre

B Y  L I Z  M A T H E W  &  A N U J A

·························
NEW DELHI

The Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP) finally ended the

suspense and released its
manifesto on Monday with the
central promise of develop-
ment for all.

The 52-page document,
which proffers something for
everybody, signals a political
shift of the BJP to the centre—
consistent with its strategy to
make itself politically more ac-
ceptable. 

As a result, apart from tradi-
tional issues such as protecting
the cow (“and its progeny”),
building of the promised tem-
ple on the disputed site in Ayo-
dhya and annulling the special
status accorded to Kashmir (all
mentioned almost cursorily),
its manifesto takes a leaf out of
those of its rivals, the Congress
and the Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP), and includes the broad-
er message of inclusion, to
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Creditors put 
Kingfisher 
Airlines brand 
up for sale
B Y  P . R .  S A N J A I  

&

J O E L  R E B E L L O

·························
MUMBAI

Creditors owed around
`7,000 crore by the UB

Group-promoted Kingfisher
Airlines Ltd have started the
process of selling the Kingfisher
brand in an attempt to cut their
losses. 

The airline, promoted by
flamboyant billionaire Vijay
Mallya, has been grounded
since October 2012. 

Mint couldn’t immediately
ascertain the impact of an im-
pending sale on the beer brand
“Kingfisher” owned by United
Breweries Ltd, also controlled
by Mallya. 

SBICAP Trustee Co. Ltd
(STCL), a wholly owned subsid-
iary of SBI Capital Markets Ltd,
has sought  a so-called expres-
sion of interest (EoI) from par-
ties that wish to indicate their
interest in acquiring the trade-
marks pertaining to the ground-
ed Kingfisher Airlines.

The airline offered the King-
fisher brand as collateral to
bankers. The Kingfisher brand
was valued at `3,000 crore by
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Resounding response: An election officer applies an indelible ink mark on 
the finger of a voter during the first phase of the Lok Sabha election in 
Assam on Monday. Tripura registered over 80% votes in the one Lok 
Sabha seat that went to the polls, while 75% voters in Assam cast their 
ballot in five constituencies.   See Page 3
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Although two-thirds of 
our planet is water, we face 

an acute water shortage. 
The water crisis is the 

most pervasive, most severe, 
and most invisible 

dimension of the ecological 
devastation of the earth. 
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creator of the Netflix series, 

‘Decoupled’

ISTOCKPHOTO

And another famous neuro-something, 
Sam Harris, who speaks about the nature of 
consciousness. Not that he should not; just 
that I do not see how he could know more 
about the mind than anyone else. The sci-
ence of consciousness is not even in its 
infancy. Yet, people give Harris et al the first 

right to define the nature 
of being and the meaning 
of “meditation.”

Huberman says that we 
must be “mindful,” which is 
to live in the present (as we 
did during covid—how was 
it?). And we must intro-
spect and learn a lot, and, of 
course, be grateful. And 
build muscles. What he 
seems to be saying is, ‘Be 
like me, why can’t you be 
like me.’ That is what many 
gurus often say.

When a man sets out to 
say ‘be like me,’ he usually knows what to say 
and how to say it. It is somehow useful for 
some wellness gurus to be narcissists. And, 
in my observation, there is frequently a bit of 
that in their ardent seekers too. They are so 
preoccupied with themselves, how they are 
feeling. A “wellness” session can look like 

the discovery that he was no more qualified 
than the rest of humanity to speak of the 
mind, but that some of his ex-girlfriends did 
not consider him an ideal human being (like 
their other ex-boyfriends perhaps).

From what I have seen, people who are 
likely to have excessive faith in Huberman 
and other neuro-gurus are 
not famous for their cold 
logic. They are usually 
life-long seekers of advice 
on how to be, and how to 
be happy. Inside them was 
a reasonless sorrow, to 
which they attached rea-
sons and villains, but the 
sorrow itself never went. 
Most of their lives, they 
were consumers of the 
wellness industry. Once it 
only meant reading J. 
Krishnamurthy. Then 
came the “right way” to 
breathe and the rediscovery of some 
stretching exercises with names hinting of 
deep spiritual stuff. Every five years or so, 
there would a dramatic breakthrough in the 
global pursuit of ‘wellness,’ which would 
arrive through a fascinating person who 
was, oddly, always a male. Like Huberman. 

On mental 

‘wellness,’ there 

isn’t much of 

a difference  

between 

science and 

pseudoscience 

India cannot solve its water crisis 
without pricing it appropriately
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I
f ever there was a case for the Reserve Bank 
of India’s (RBI) Monetary Policy Committee 
(MPC) to present a straight bat, and not 
attempt any theatrics, Friday, 5 April 2024, 
was the day. With the economy doing well, 
inflation down, if not out, and general elec-

tions looming ahead, it made no sense to rock the 
boat. Not after the central bank had come in for 
lavish praise from both Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi (“RBI, with its success in managing inflation 
and growth, despite the pandemic and two wars, 
can be a role model for other central banks”) 
and finance minister Nirmala Sitharaman (“RBI 
stands tall among its peers on several counts”) at 
the celebrations held on 1 April to mark the 90th 
anniversary of RBI’s commencement of operations 
on 1 April 1935.

So, in the last MPC meeting before the elections 
and the first in this fiscal year, the rate-setting com-
mittee did exactly what was expected—it kept rates 
on hold (for the seventh consecutive time) and said 
it remained focused (as before) on the withdrawal 
of liquidity. It cannot be faulted for inconsistency. 
If it felt growth was doing quite well and the infla-
tion-growth dynamics did not warrant any change 
in policy rates at its meeting in February 2024, 
when National Statistical Office (NSO) estimates 
placed 2023-24 gross domestic product (GDP) 
growth at 7.3%, there was even less of a case for any 
rate action to support growth now that the econ-
omy is doing better (the latest official estimates 
place GDP growth higher at 7.6%).

Clearly, the MPC, like the US Federal Reserve, 
has a problem on its hands. Its ‘higher for longer’ 
policy doesn’t seem to have impacted growth 
adversely. On the contrary, not only is growth, 
according to governor Shaktikanta Das’s own 
admission, likely to touch 8% in 2023-24 but is 
likely to remain robust in 2024-25.

Prima facie, it might seem as if nothing has 
changed and the latest MPC resolution is merely 
a ‘cut and paste’ of its earlier one. Except that 
monetary policy statements are not only about 
what is stated in black and white, but also about 
what is left unsaid. And so it is with the latest one.

The biggest omission is the absence of any 
explanation of how or why the MPC and RBI mis-
judged the strength of the economic recovery in 
the year gone by. Remember, RBI had not raised its 
growth estimate in February, the governor con-
tenting himself with saying the NSO estimate for 
growth in 2023-24 is 7.3% (RBI’s own estimate 
then was 7%).

However, Friday’s statement was completely 
silent on the slip-up, preferring instead to dwell on 
growth in the current fiscal (7%). Considering that 
the NSO’s latest estimate for 2023-24 is 7.6%, con-
siderably higher than RBI’s estimate of 7%, one 
would have expected some explanation, if not a 

mea culpa. But no. For whatever reason, neither 
the MPC nor RBI seems to have thought it neces-
sary to offer any explanation.

Yet, their reading about the underlying strength 
of the economy is crucial to the future course of 
policy. Can we assume that what worked in the 
past will work in the future as well. Economics 101 
would say that a scenario where growth is looking 
up but inflation is not yet beaten is tailor-made for 
a rate hike.

Remember, monetary policy acts with a long lag. 
As Governor Das admitted, “The last mile of disin-
flation is turning out to be challenging,” adding 
that monetary policy transmission is ‘”still a work 
in progress,” a full 23 months after the first rate 
hike in May 2022. Logically, the slow pace of 
monetary transmission in India combined with 
a stronger-than-expected growth should have 
warranted some change—a more hawkish tone 
perhaps, if not the symmetric policy response of a 
(contrarian) rate hike.

Remember also that what started in April 2023 
as a “tactical pause” in the words of Governor Das 
and not “a pivot or a change in policy direction,” 
has continued now for a full 12 months. But condi-

tions in April 2023 were vastly different from 
today. Back then, real GDP growth was estimated 
at only 6.5%, and though inflation had “softened 
from its elevated levels a year ago,” it “still 
remained above the upper tolerance band.”

In contrast, today, growth seems to be robust. 
And while inflation, according to RBI’s estimates, 
is expected to be just 4.5% in 2024-25 (and lower 
still at 3.8% in the July- September quarter, tradi-
tionally a bad quarter, given the tendency for pri-
ces to rise in the summer months), the upside risks 
to inflation—higher commodity prices, geopoliti-
cal conflict, strong foreign exchange inflows—
seem higher than the downside risks to growth. In 
such a scenario, one can perhaps be pardoned for 
wondering if the monetary policy is “actively disin-
flationary,” as the statement claims.

Sure, “balancing the economic see-saw,” as 
Mervyn King, former governor, Bank of England, 
put it, is always a challenge. “Our ambition at the 
Bank of England is to be boring,” he had famously 
added. Well, on Friday, RBI, which entered its 
90th year on 1 April 2024, possibly took a leaf out 
of the book of its counterpart with a 240-year 
advantage. It tried to be boring!

RBI shows the dull but venerable 
art of batting with a straight bat

Its MPC had all the reason not to rock the boat, with growth faring well, inflation cooling and national elections looming
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T
he White House described the recent 
phone call between US President Joe 
Biden and Israeli Prime Minister 

Benjamin Netanyahu as “tense and chal-
lenging.” And what else could it have been? 
For the first time since Hamas attacked 
Israel on 7 October and Israel began retali-
ating massively against the whole Gaza 
Strip, Biden demanded an immediate 
ceasefire. He apparently added an or-else: 
“If there are no changes in their policy,” 
said a spokesperson, “there will have to be 
changes in ours.”

That still seems too little too late to lots 
of people, even and especially in Biden’s 
own government. While Biden was on the 
phone with Netanyahu, I was talking to 
Annelle Sheline, who last week resigned 
very publicly from her mid-level job in the 
State Department in protest over what she 
regards as American failures to observe 
international and US laws in supplying 
Israel with weapons even as it commits 
humanitarian crimes in Gaza. 

Take the ceasefire Biden has demanded. 
Wasn’t that already the gist of a resolution 
by the United Nations Security Council? 
The US had let it pass by abstaining rather 
than exercising its veto. But then the White 
House went out of its way to emphasize 
that the resolution was “non-binding.” 
Why, wonders Sheline, who has a PhD on 
political Islam and helped write human-
rights reports on the Middle East before 
resigning. Security Council resolutions are 
meant to be binding; that’s the whole point.

At the exact same time, moreover, the 
Biden administration was also readying 
previously agreed shipments to Israel of 
huge bombs—the kind that have been flat-
tening much of the Gaza Strip—and even 
preparing future sales of fighter jets, mis-
siles and other weapons. By mixing his sig-
nals, Biden is sending no signal at all. 

To Sheline, these US arms sales are ille-
gal. She points to two laws. One prohibits 
the US from arming foreign military units 
which “credible information” implicates in 
human-rights violations. The other bars 
support for governments that restrict 
humanitarian aid. By now, evidence of 
Israeli violations on both counts seems 
overwhelming—from blanket rather than 
precision bombing to blocking aid and 
causing starvation. Just this week, Israel 
struck well-marked trucks in an interna-
tional aid convoy, killing seven.

Sheline represents a larger shift in US 
public opinion. Whereas about half of 
Americans still approved of Israel’s Gazan 
campaign in November, when the shock 
of7  October was fresh and the worst of 

Israel’s bombing yet to come, a majority 
now disapproves. Opinions are polarized, 
of course, with many older people and 
Republicans backing the Israeli govern-
ment to the hilt while younger and left-
leaning demographics turn against Israel. 
Among the electorate, as in Congress, the 
mood is in flux, and not in Israel’s favour.

That turn is even further along within 
the government. Sheline is the third diplo-
mat to resign over the Israel-Gaza conflict, 
and one of many who have signed onto 
cables in the internal dissent channel. 
Since she quit, many colleagues have 
shown support. Resistance is also building 
in other departments, and apparently even 
inside the White House: First Lady Jill 
Biden is said to be horrified by the suffering 
in Gaza and to have urged her husband to 
“stop it, stop it now.”

Another tragedy, Sheline told me, is that 
Biden was supposed to be the good guy, 
and the US a good country. A Biden Amer-
ica, unlike the alternative version peddled 
by Donald Trump, was meant to stand up 
for democracy, law and human rights at 
home as abroad. That claim is looking 
more hollow by the day, and the US less 
credible and more hypocritical abroad to 
many people. The conflict in the Middle 
East is threatening to take hostage Biden’s 
entire foreign policy .

Whenever the world calms down to 
think clearly, it must apportion blame for 
the immense misery of the past six months. 
Hamas deserves the most, but Netanyahu 
and his right-wing coalition partners are 
due their share, as are other parties in the 
Middle East. By contrast, Biden, I believe, 
genuinely tried to empathize with all sides 
and to find a balance between justified Isra-
eli self-defence and humanitarian 
restraint. But in that attempt he has failed, 
as Netanyahu repeatedly and brazenly 
snubbed and ignored him.

UN resolutions and tense phone calls to 
Netanyahu are no longer enough. One of 
Biden’s predecessors, Bill Clinton, alleg-
edly emerged from a meeting with Netan-
yahu in 1996, venting in frustration: 
“Who’s the... superpower here?” 

If Netanyahu now ignores Biden and the 
Security Council and fails to cease fire, the 
US must vote to condemn Israel at the UN 
and immediately halt all shipments of arms 
to the country. ©BLOOMBERG

Biden ought to tell Netanyahu 
that enough is enough in Gaza

The US should stop arming Israel in honour of the UN’s resolution

US foreign policy could get warped by its 

stance on the Gaza War REUTERS

PTI
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broad-based pick-up in consumption 
demand remains critical. Rural demand has 
been feeble but is showing signs of improve-
ment, going by fast-moving consumer goods 
and two-wheeler sales data. Based on the 
assumption of normal monsoon rainfall, we 
can expect consumption growth to improve.

 The other critical goal is a meaningful 
pick-up in private investment. It has 
increased in sectors like steel, cement, pet-
rochemicals, automobiles, aluminium and 
renewable energy. The order books of capi-
tal goods companies have also grown 
sharply in the last fiscal year. Moreover, data 
from the Centre for Monitoring Indian 
Economy on project investment has been 
showing the private sector’s growing intent 
to invest. Hence, we can expect the private 
capital expenditure cycle to accelerate.

This brings us to the question of whether 
RBI will cut policy interest rates this fiscal 
year. If CPI inflation continues to moderate 
and there is respite on food inflation, specifi-
cally, we can see rates being cut by a shallow 
50 basis points in two tranches starting from 
the third quarter of 2024-25. RBI will be 
watching the actions of the US Federal 
Reserve. Given India’s comfortable external 
position, however, the critical factor influ-
encing its decision will be domestic inflation.

ception of current inflation moderated to 
8.1% in January 2024 from 8.9% in July 
2023. But one-year-ahead inflation expecta-
tions remain high at 10%. With a normal 
monsoon expected this year, we can expect 
further moderation in food inflation. How-
ever, caution is warranted, given that in the 
last few years, we have seen increased cli-
mate risks, with an adverse impact of that on 
domestic and global food prices. India’s 
Meteorological Department has warned of 
more heat waves than usual this year. This 
increases upside risks for food inflation, spe-
cifically for vegetables and fruits. Low water 
reservoir levels are another concern. Hence, 
a normal monsoon with good spatial distri-
bution will be very critical for a moderation 
in food inflation. RBI has maintained its 
average CPI-based inflation projection of 
4.5% for 2024-25, as against an estimated 
5.4% in 2023-24.

Apart from food inflation, concerns stem 
from geopolitical rifts and the ensuing risks 
of supply-side bottlenecks. While overall 
global commodity prices are likely to remain 
benign due to weak global demand, one can-
not ignore supply-side risks. We have seen 
global trade disrupted by the Red Sea crisis 
and Brent crude oil prices rise by a sharp 18% 
in the year so far.

T
he decision of the Reserve Bank of 
India’s (RBI) Monetary Policy Com-
mittee (MPC) to leave the policy rate 

unchanged in the last meeting was on 
expected lines. RBI also maintained its 
stance of ‘withdrawal of accommodation,’ as 
it is committed to bringing down consumer 
price index (CPI)-based inflation to its 4% 
target on a durable basis. RBI governor 
Shaktikanta Das highlighted that healthy 
economic growth has given RBI room to 
unwaveringly focus on price stability.

While CPI inflation has moderated to 5.1% 
in the last two months, it remains above 
RBI’s 4% goal. Core inflation (excluding food 
and fuel) has slipped below 4%, with contin-
ued disinflation in the services sector. The 
main concern for the central bank is persist-
ently high food inflation—7.4% in February. 
Specifically, very high inflation in items of 
daily consumption like vegetables (30%) and 
pulses (19%) could result in upward pressure 
on household inflationary expectations. As 
per the latest RBI survey, the household per-

RBI won’t waver in its focus on taming retail inflation
RAJANI SINHA

is chief economist at CareEdge.

emerging economies by way of swings in 
capital flows and financial market volatility.

Even with a global slowdown, India’s 
external situation remains comfortable. 
Merchandise exports, which had been hit by 
the global slowdown, are already showing 
improvement. Supported by healthy service 

exports and strong remit-
tances, we are expecting 
India’s current account 
deficit at a benign 0.7% of 
GDP in 2023-24 and 
around 1% in 2024-25. 
There have been strong 
foreign institutional inves-
tor inflows in the last fiscal 
year and the trend is likely 
to continue this year, with 
the inclusion of Indian gov-
ernment bonds in global 
indices. India’s foreign 
exchange reserves are at a 
comfortable $645 billion.

As far as domestic growth is concerned, 
RBI remains optimistic, with a GDP growth 
projection of 7% for 2024-25. High fre-
quency economic indicators like the pur-
chasing managers’ index, GST collection, 
auto sales and bank credit growth indicate a 
healthy growth momentum. However, a 

On the global front, another risk that the 
governor aptly highlighted is rising levels  of 
public debt. For advanced economies, pub-
lic debt-to-gross domestic product (GDP) 
has risen sharply to 112% and for emerging 
economies to 67% in 2023, according to the 
International Monetary Fund. The backdrop 
of high public debt, high 
interest rates and low 
growth is making debt sus-
tainability a challenge. 
Advanced economies that 
have enjoyed low interest 
rates in the past are now 
facing a situation of higher 
for longer interest rates. 
This will have severe 
implications on their inter-
est payment burden. For 
instance, for the US gov-
ernment, net interest pay-
ments are projected to 
cross 20% of revenue by 
2032 from 9.7% in 2022, as per the US Con-
gressional Budget Office. Similarly, for the 
UK, the government’s interest expenses 
have already doubled from 5.4% of revenue 
in 2020 to 11% in 2022. Das has highlighted 
that the worsening debt situation in 
advanced economies can pose risks for 

Signs of price 

stability, in food 

especially, may 

lead to shallow 

rate cuts from 

the second half 

of 2024-25


