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E
pisodes of food- and fuel-price volatility are not unusual in India. 
Sustained food-price pressure continues to drive the headline inflation 
rate, making it important to understand how such price shocks can 
get in the way of managing inflation outcomes. While inflation out-

comes have become relatively favourable, the Monetary Policy Committee 
(MPC) of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) expects the inflation rate to average 
4.5 per cent this financial year, but that will still be above the 4 per cent target. 
Even though the core inflation rate has softened to below 4 per cent in response 
to monetary tightening and correction in input costs, the repetitive incidence 
of food-price pressures has deterred the headline inflation rate from converging 
to the core. Despite a decline from 5.7 per cent in December, the headline-infla-
tion rate remained at 5.1 per cent during January-February 2024. Further, after 
correcting in January, the food inflation rate edged up to 7.8 per cent in February, 
primarily driven by prices of vegetables, eggs, meat, and fish. 

From a monetary policy perspective, it is essential to understand how such 
price pressures from food or fuel can affect overall inflation outcomes. A new 
research article by economists at the RBI examines the second-round effects of 
food and fuel prices on headline and core inflation in India. While the headline 
and food-inflation rates move in tandem with a high correlation, there is also 
evidence of a high correlation between household inflation expectations and 
food inflation. This has implications for the behaviour of the core inflation rate, 
which is significantly determined by household inflation expectations. 

RBI economists also found evidence of convergence of core with headline 
inflation for the near term, indicating the transmission of shocks from non-core 
components to core inflation. From a high of 0.37 percentage point during the 
late 1990s, the response of the core-inflation rate to a 1 per cent rise in the food-
inflation rate has been decreasing more or less consistently ever since then. As 
of the third quarter of 2023-24, the response was at 0.14 percentage point. 
Moreover, the impact of fuel-price shocks on core inflation is found to be largely 
insignificant, though such shocks persist for a longer duration. The recent decline 
in volatility in core inflation rates, specifically after the adoption of the flexible 
inflation-targeting framework in 2016, has been significant for monetary policy, 
implying better anchoring of inflation expectations. 

Yet, concerns remain. The high weighting of food and fuel items in the 
underlying consumer basket can strengthen the propagation of shocks to core 
inflation. The recent firming up of international crude oil prices also warrants 
close monitoring. Low reservoir levels, especially in the southern states, and 
the outlook of above-normal temperatures pose concerns in the short term. 
However, the above-average monsoon rainfall should bring some relief in terms 
of boosting agricultural output. Nonetheless, food-price uncertainties in the 
future, driven by the increasing incidence of climate shocks, would continue to 
weigh on the inflation outlook. Food-price volatility is becoming increasingly 
hard to predict, particularly in the face of rising extreme weather events. Frequent 
shocks might demand tighter monetary policy over time. The commitment of 
the MPC to attain the inflation target of 4 per cent on a durable basis should 
help anchor expectations and reduce volatility in inflation outcomes.

Message from US campuses
Suppressing protests may be politically self-defeating

I
n a reprisal of student protests against the Vietnam War more than half a 
century ago, the Israel-Hamas war is sparking demonstrations on campuses 
around the world. Signs of discontent with the Biden administration’s policies 
on the Israel-Hamas war have been building for the past six months. Last 

week, Columbia hit the headlines when the university’s president called in the 
New York police to clear pro-Palestinian protestors from campus. Following the 
arrest of 108 demonstrators, including professors, the protests have spread to at 
least 50 other campuses that include Yale; the University of Texas, Austin; the 
University of California, Berkeley; and Virginia Tech. Overall, some 900 students 
and faculty members have been arrested in the US over the past 10 days, raising 
questions about the democratic credentials of the world’s most powerful democracy. 
Since then, protests against the war in Gaza have erupted also in France (at the 
elite Sciences Po, Paris), Canada, Australia, and the UK, all countries whose gov-
ernments are underwriting Israel’s war against Hamas. 

The issue has been complicated by anti-Semitic rallies, a hot-button issue 
in the US that prompted in January the resignations of the presidents of Harvard 
and the University of Pennsylvania following pressure from donors, politicians, 
and the alumni over perceived inadequate responses to campus anti-Semitism. 
The prosperous Jewish-American community has historically exerted a powerful 
influence on public life and politics, especially of the Democratic Party. Pro-
Palestinian and pro-Israeli groups clashed in the University of California, Los 
Angeles. These campaigns have offered the administration a handle to paint all 
protestors as anti-Semitic, which is not the case. In Columbia, where a tented 
encampment has sprung up, the protestors have a specific agenda: That the 
university cut financial ties with Israel and divest from Israeli companies. In 
the main, the protestors’ demands are generic rather than self-interested or 
politically driven. There have been calls to cut back military support for Israel 
and for the Biden administration to leverage its financial powers over Tel Aviv 
to intervene more meaningfully and decisively in its ally’s war against the 
Palestinians not just in Gaza but increasingly in the West Bank too. 

Nevertheless, an effort to highlight a distinction between anti-Semitism, which 
denotes racial prejudice, and anti-Zionism, a settler colonial movement in Israel, 
would be constructive. Professor and student protestors would do well to draw on 
the experience of their predecessors more than a generation ago —people who 
organised “teach-ins” at protest sites to educate people on the iniquities of the 
Vietnam War. This helped expand the protests from self-interested resistance to 
the military draft to protests against Dow Chemicals, a prominent campus recruiter, 
for making Napalm, the destructive chemical deployed by the US military in Vietnam 
and, finally, against the morality of the war. With US Secretary of State Antony 
Blinken declaring, without irony, that Hamas should accept Israel’s “extraordinarily 
generous” ceasefire offer, US campuses are unlikely to revert to peaceful pedagogy 
anytime soon. One of America’s more successful presidents, Lyndon B Johnson, 
saw his popularity eroded by the campus protests over Vietnam. With polls showing 
a majority of Americans opposing Israeli action in Gaza, it is an open question 
whether President Joe Biden, in a neck-and-neck contest with Donald Trump, will 
suffer the same fate.
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T
his election season, China is more than just a 
talking point in Gujarat’s textile city, Surat, 
which has been in the news for producing a 

winner ahead of the polls. The China narrative has 
surfaced not just in internal industry chatter, but 
also quite prominently in stakeholders’ meetings 
between political parties and businesses, as sug-
gested by conversations in Surat before the May 7 
elections for 25 out of the 26 Gujarat Lok Sabha seats. 

The stakeholders’ meetings, 
which attract anything between 500 
and 1,000 business representatives 
and local politicians, kicked off in a 
big way a fortnight or so ago in Surat 
—ranked as one of the cleanest 
cities in the country, sharing the 
honours with Indore. It’s another 
matter that Surat and Indore have 
also shared another commonality 
recently. Both constituencies have 
seen the exit of Congress candidates 
in dramatic ways. 

Yet, Surat is as much in election 
mode as any other part of the state, 
despite Mukesh Dalal of the 
Bharatiya Janata Party emerging as the winner after 
the disqualification of the Congress candidate and 
subsequent withdrawals of other contestants. 
Hotels, parks, and markets in the city are hosting 
campaigns and rallies like anywhere else. That’s 
because the two adjoining towns — Navsari (called 
the twin city of Surat) and Bardoli — are part of the 
Surat region. Situated on the banks of the Mindhola 
river, Bardoli — remembered for the start of the 
Satyagraha movement here — is some 35 km east 
of Surat. Navsari, about 37 km south of Surat, also 

holds historical significance. It’s known for the near-
by Dandi village—the central point in the Salt 
March led by Mahatma Gandhi.         

In this nostalgic setting, China is being spoken 
about in a matter-of-fact way. At the centre of it all 
are a series of QCOs or quality control orders, issued 
by the Union government. In the last one year, there 
have been some eight QCOs, including amend-
ments related to technical textiles such as geo-tex-

tile, agro-textile and medical textile 
that are causing concern. The 
industry has already escalated the 
matter to the level of Union 
Finance Minister Nirmala 
Sitharaman, Commerce and 
Textiles Minister Piyush Goyal  and 
Health, Chemical and Fertiliser 
Minister Mansukh Mandaviya, 
who’s among the few Union min-
isters contesting from Gujarat. 
Since some of the textile issues per-
tain to chemicals, Mr Mandaviya 
comes into the picture. 

While QCOs are meant to pre-
vent import of low-quality prod-

ucts, the idea is also to block dumping from China 
at cheap prices and strengthen India’s position in 
the supply chain. That is bothering the textiles 
industry, estimated at $165 billion (around ~13.7 tril-
lion at the current rate of conversion). As a large 
portion of the supply of yarn comes from China at 
cheaper rates, blocking imports from that country 
has resulted in yarn shortages. According to the tex-
tile industry, China provides stability in price and 
quality. With that gone, it’s a fresh problem for the 
textile industry, which has gone through tough times 

in the recent past for various domestic and inter-
national reasons. The industry is asking for nothing 
short of removal of those QCOs, which are resulting 
in non-tariff barriers on textile businesses. If 
Chinese products can be allowed in certain sectors, 
why not in textile, is the question. 

Micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs) 
and small weavers, already upset that there’s noth-
ing for them in the textile production-linked 
incentive (PLI) scheme because of the quantum 
involved, say that the QCOs are a hurdle they can 
do without. 

The list of orders on quality control talks about 
complex technical specifications that many of the 
textile traders may not fully understand. The items 
covered under the QCOs range from laminated high-
density polyethylene woven geomembranes for 
waterproof lining to clothing made of limited flame 
spread materials, and the list is quite extensive. 

The Bureau of Indian Standards (BIS) oversees 
the quality standardisation exercise for goods and 
articles across categories and sectors, from air con-
ditioners to fans to kitchenware and clothes. In 
fact, central government ministries and depart-
ments issue QCOs after consultations with BIS. 
Any violation of the order can result in heavy penal-
ties and even imprisonment. 

There are reports suggesting that this year will 
see a further expansion of the list, with QCOs tap-
ping some newer areas. Hoping that this will not 
dampen the spirit of Surat, the city which was ear-
lier famous for silk weaving and is now a commer-
cial centre for textiles. And hoping that its busiest 
textile markets, from Sahara Darwaja to Old 
Bombay Market, will remain robust in an election 
season and otherwise. 

Cloud over Surat amid election buzz

Food prices are disrupting the disinflation process

Anchoring expectations

T
his isn’t an easy book to review. It 
couldn’t have been an easy book to 
compile either. Across institutions, 

and down the years, Om Prakash Mathur 
has written on urbanisation, regional 
development and local governance for 
years and years. This book isn’t an exhaus-
tive compilation of all his papers. There 
are 20 papers, grouped under four heads 
of urbanisation and urban sustainability 
(six essays), regional planning in national 
development (two essays), governance 
and local government finance (six essays), 
and issues in urban research (six essays).  

We learn from the prefatory note that 

barring the first essay on “India’s Urban 
Transition”, “other papers were 
commissioned in different contexts and at 
different times by organisations” and these 
have been reprinted.  From Rakesh 
Mohan’s foreword, we learn, “He came to 
me with printouts of his many papers and, 
somewhat diffidently, asked whether it 
may be a good idea to publish a volume of 
collected works.”  Dr Mohan said yes.  I am 
inclined to demur.  Over time, one’s 
research interests change.  Papers lose 
relative relevance. The 20 essays cover a 
time-line of 1981 to 2023 (the ones on 
regional planning are relatively old.)  

With his wealth of experience and 
expertise, would one have liked Om 
Prakash Mathur to write a fresh book 
instead, focusing on India’s urban 
transition, expanding on that first essay? 
The answer is unambiguously yes. You 
might argue that he does precisely this, in 
the “State of the Cities, India” report.  
Coincidentally, for the latest version of 
that report, in 2021, Dr Mohan also wrote a 
foreword and said, “Om Mathur is, beyond 

doubt, the foremost urban scholar in India 
and has been for some time.  He has 
worked on Indian urbanisation issues on 
a continuous basis for almost half a 
century, a record that may not ever be 
surpassed in the near future.” Those 
words are reported verbatim in the 
foreword for the present volume and no 
one will disagree with that assessment.  

Given that report, since 19 of the essays 
were commissioned and not always 
published in standard academic journals, 
was there utility in reprinting them to 
make them more accessible? The answer 
is yes, which dilutes the demurring.  
Anyone interested in India’s 
development and progress will be 
interested in urbanisation and its 
progress and problems.  Indeed, there are 
problems with the definition of urban too 
and the consequent “silos” created 
between “rural” policies and “urban” 
ones.  As Dr Mohan mentions in the 
foreword, that definitional issue isn’t one 
addressed in this volume. 

There is a correlation between 

urbanisation and development.  
Urbanisation trends have picked up in 
India and projections show mind-
boggling numbers in mega-cities.  
Urbanisation trends will continue and 
urbanisation needs to be managed, 
typically, in brownfield rather than 
greenfield formats. What are the major 
issues?  (1) Providing public services in 
cities; (2) Raising 
finance for those 
services; (3) Urban 
governance capacity; 
(4) Addressing poverty 
and slums; (5) 
Reconciling tensions 
between elected and 
executive arms of 
urban governance.  
Others might be 
added, but those are the 
major ones.  Not all the essays are about 
India. Four of them (numbers 8, 9, 13, 18) 
reflect an Asian or developing country 
perspective and issues are universal.  The 
other essays are on India and cover the 
issues I have listed, with the exception of 
the difficult one of (5). Perhaps one can 
also add the missing question of an 
urban-cum-municipal executive cadre 

and issues of local capacity.  
All the six essays under the first head 

will be of interest to anyone interested in 
India’s urbanisation.  Under the second 
head I should point out in passing that 
Article 280 of the Constitution mentions 
(in connection with Union Finance 
Commission) panchayats but not urban 
local bodies.  Of course, fiscal devolution is 

not merely through the 
Union Finance 
Commission, but also 
State Finance 
Commissions (SFCs).  
In the urbanisation 
landscape, there is, 
therefore, the question 
of recommendations 
of SFCs (and their non-
implementation) and 
the broader question 

of variable decentralisation funds, 
functions and functionaries across states. 
Naturally, there are two essays (11, 12) that 
address such important issues. Under the 
third head, there are two sets of 
stimulating essays, case studies of Delhi 
(governance and financial framework and 
property taxes) and devolution, fiscal 
transfers and local government finance.  

For the fourth head, I would say three 
essays are particularly stimulating (the 
informal sector, who is in charge of the city 
and the urban challenge).  Every essay 
cannot be expected to be stimulating and 
the list I have mentioned isn’t a bad score.  

Gandhi’s famous quote about India 
living in her villages is often cited.  
Increasingly, India lives in her cities and 
the share will only increase.  As we think 
about the trajectory for 2047, we will need 
to think about urbanisation and its 
management.  These essays are a 
distillation of Om Prakash Mathur’s 
insight and wisdom, backed by 
conceptual clarity and data and empirical 
examinations.  Is it a book worth reading?  
Of course, it is.  But I think that reading 
should be supplemented by also reading 
the “State of the Cities, India” report.  After 
all, both are by the same author, though 
the report has other co-authors too.  When 
any author compiles essays, there is a 
tendency to ignore issues addressed in 
earlier publications and this volume was 
compiled immediately after the report.  
Therefore, one should read both. 

The reviewer is chairman of the Economic 

Advisory Council to the Prime Minister
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N
o matter who wins the Lok Sabha elections 
on June 4, the challenges the next govern-
ment faces will be daunting. And no matter 

whether the government is a full-blown coalition 
or one led by a party with a majority of its own, 
these challenges will not be met without a consen-
sus. The big politico-economic challenges cannot 
be overcome by parliamentary majorities alone. 

Three challenges will come to the fore a year 
or two after the new government takes over. And 
there is always that perennial one 
— jobs. The first challenge will be 
the 2021 census, which has been 
enormously delayed due to Covid. 
Suspicion that the census may be 
used for both the parliamentary 
delimitation exercise, and get 
linked to any future demands for a 
National Register of Citizens (NRC) 
will lead to “secular” posturing. It 
could also trigger north-south ten-
sions over future Lok Sabha seats 
and relative tax shares. 

Next, there is the women’s reser-
vation Bill, which cannot be imple-
mented without expanding the total number of 
Lok Sabha seats. The Narendra Modi government, 
while passing the law, wisely chose to defer its 
implementation to the next term —i.e., after delim-
itation and expansion of the Lok Sabha.  

The next census is going to be a political dyna-
mite, and will need careful handling, both in its 
implementation, and in dealing with its wider fall-
out. So, at the very least, the government will have 
to announce in advance that its results will not 
lead to any covert implementation of the NRC. But 
even if the minorities are reassured on this score, 
the results of the census will decide how many 
seats any particular state will get. It would be a 
travesty if the populous Hindi belt is denied a fair 
increase in seats. On the other hand, it would be a 
political cop-out if the only consensus is to kick 
the can down the road, and freeze the Lok Sabha 
representation at current levels. 

The examples of Uttar Pradesh and Tamil Nadu 
will serve as a contrast. Based on current projected 
population levels of these two states, UP, with a 
population of 257 million, has just 80 seats, or 18 
per cent of the Indian population of 1,410 million, 
and 14.7 per cent of Lok Sabha seats. Tamil Nadu 
gets 7.1 per cent of Lok Sabha seats with 5.7 per 
cent of the country’s population. How does this 
kind of suppressed representation of UP’s popula-
tion square with the idea of one-person-one-vote 

in a democracy? 
The counter-argument, which 

has been repeated endlessly by 
southern politicians, is that states 
that did well on population con-
trol should not be penalised polit-
ically. But let us see if this argu-
ment really holds. In the 1960s 
and 1970s, when India had a tough 
time feeding its millions, any 
good population policy would 
focus on lowering the total fertility 
rate (TFR) to 2.1, which is the 
replacement rate. But when 
India’s TFR has already dropped 

below 2.1 (it could be 2 or below now), and Tamil 
Nadu’s is 1.8 or lower, how can we use drops in 
TFR to decide what is good performance? If the 
proper goal for TFR is to help states maintain fer-
tility in the range of 1.9-2.1 to stabilise populations, 
Tamil Nadu is an underperformer, not an outper-
former. When the nature of the population chal-
lenge changes, the yardsticks of performance must 
change too. So, the claim that southern states are 
doing well demographically is only correct if the 
reference is to the situation a few decades ago. 
Now, with demographic degrowth as their chal-
lenge, the goalposts need to be changed. 

But, of course, no Tamil Nadu politician, even 
those from the BJP in that state, will accept this 
logic without paying a huge political cost. Hence 
the only way out of this tricky situation is a political 
compromise where all states get more seats, but 
with the lower population states getting less than 

their current proportional share. And with popu-
lated states like UP and Bihar getting less than 
their due shares. Only political farsightedness and 
a spirit of consensus can deal with this issue. 

The same goes for the women’s reservation leg-
islation. If up to one-third of the men currently in 
Parliament, or hoping to make it there, are to yield 
places to women, most parties, especially the BJP, 
would have a revolt on their hands. But if the total 
number of seats were to be raised by 50 per cent, 
say from 543 to a little over 800, these issues will 
disappear. Raising the total number to over 800 also 
means north-south tensions can be eased, since all 
states will get an increase in their MPs. Some may 
get more and some less, but everyone will get more, 
except for small, single-MP states and Union 
Territories. An additional option is to give states los-
ing a small share in the overall Lok Sabha seats some 
additional seats in the Rajya Sabha. The delimitation 
and women’s reservation problems can be solved 
only with these kinds of compromises.  

The last and the most important challenge is 
jobs. The fact is, technology has posed a new threat. 
The problem is not one of no jobs, but of their qual-
ity. What tech does is damage the middle, where 
middle-level skills can currently yield good quality 
jobs. Tech impacts the jobs market both positively 
and negatively. At the top end, high-skilled jobs 
are in huge demand. At the bottom, since tech 
makes most jobs simpler (consider your Swiggy 
delivery boy or the Uber driver), it opens up more 
opportunities for the relatively unskilled. These 
minor skills can be acquired rather easily with 
small investments in time and money. But the 
increase in the supply of low-skilled workers for 
jobs puts pressure on wages. The jobs that are hard-
er to come by are the relatively cushier ones in 
offices and shop floors (banks, manufacturing, 
telecoms, lower-end tech coding, and the like), 
which is what makes for a strong middle class. 
Tech will polarise incomes towards higher upper 
incomes and lower middle-income jobs. The mid-
dle-middle class is under threat. 

The answer to this challenge is not just 
upskilling, but region-specific skilling. This means 
issues about jobs must also focus on sub-state 
regions like districts or municipalities, where 
opportunities may be region-specific, and this 
requires more devolution of power not only from 
the Centre to the states, but from states to local 
bodies. The kind of jobs that can come up in the 
Mumbai metropolitan region will not be the same 
as those that can happen in arid and  
rural Marathwada or Mizoram. They need differ-
ent approaches. 

Whoever wins, these issues cannot be solved 
through legislative majorities, but through 
widespread discussions among all stakeholders. A 
tall order, regardless of whether Mr Modi comes 
back to power with a majority or some weak coali-
tion does. But that is what the stars foretell. 

The writer is editorial director, Swarajya magazine

The post-June 4 
challenges
Both majority and coalition govts will have to rule by  
consensus henceforth
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U
.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken’s
marathon talks with top o�cials in China,
which includes President Xi Jinping, have

underscored the desire of the two countries to
stabilise their relationship and the resultant chal-
lenges. Mr. Blinken stressed that the U.S. would
make sure that the competition between the
world’s two largest economies “doesn’t veer into
con�ict”. Mr. Xi said they should seek common
ground “rather than engage in vicious competi-
tion”. But the Blinken visit also exposed the
structural fault lines in the Sino-American com-
petition. He raised America’s concerns about
what he called China’s “support for Russia’s de-
fence industry” and threatened actions if Beijing
“doesn’t address this problem”. China slammed
the “hypocrisy and irresponsibility” of the U.S.,
which just decided to send military aid worth $61
billion to Ukraine and then made “groundless ac-
cusations” against normal economic and trade
exchanges between China and Russia. China also
attacked the U.S. policy towards Taiwan and the
South China Sea and urged Washington to look at
China’s development “in a positive light”.

Both the U.S. and China have mutual deep mis-
givings. U.S. National Defence Strategy docu-
ments name China as a “revisionist power” and a
pacing technological and military challenger. The
U.S. has imposed export controls to limit China’s
growth in strategic sectors, particularly semicon-
ductors, and imposed high tari�s on Chinese
goods. It has also doubled down on its support
for Taiwan and bolstered defence cooperation
with the Philippines, which has disputes with
China in the South China Sea. Beijing has blamed
the U.S. for South China Sea tensions and called
Washington’s support for Taiwan as an interven-
tion in its internal a�airs. While it is practically
impossible to reset ties given these structural
challenges, there are areas of cooperation as
well. In November 2023, when Presidents Xi and
Biden met in California, both sides decided to
resume bilateral military-to-military communica-
tion, cooperate in addressing the risks of arti�cial
intelligence and launch e�orts to control the pro-
duction of fentanyl. Tackling climate change and
global food security are also areas of coopera-
tion. A key lesson from the Cold War is that if
competition between superpowers turns ugly, it
could a�ect the world through proxy con�icts,
economic wars and diplomatic crises. As the two
most powerful countries, they should stay away
from repeating history. Even if they are not able
to resolve their ideological and geopolitical di�e-
rences, they should build the guardrails that
could prevent the competition from turning ugly
and stay focused on the areas of cooperation, ad-
dressing the common challenges of the world. 

Competition, con�ict  
U.S. and China must manage their

di�erences responsibly  

T
he continued incarceration of Delhi Chief
Minister Arvind Kejriwal in the midst of a
general election highlights the hard polit-

ical realities that seem to determine which leader
gets prosecuted or arrested on allegations of cor-
ruption. Over the decades, it has become clear
that only an unfriendly regime usually pursues
charges against key political rivals; and that the
status of relations between the party that runs
the government of the day and those facing such
charges dictates the course of action for suppos-
edly independent agencies. That the number of
leaders whose o�ences are forgotten as soon as
they join the ruling party or become an ally is in-
creasing, while jail time is reserved for adversar-
ies. In Mr. Kejriwal’s case, there is an astounding
element of politics vitiating his arrest and prose-
cution for allegedly taking kickbacks to formulate
a liquor policy favourable to the industry. Mr. Kej-
riwal, who leads the Aam Aadmi Party, has been
denied participation in the campaign for the gen-
eral election. The adverse implications of his ab-
sence are quite obvious, even though there is no
law that spares politicians from criminal liability
in election time. The Delhi excise policy case was
registered in August 2022. The CBI and the Enfor-
cement Directorate (ED) have �led charge sheets,
but the investigation has been continuing piece-
meal. Witnesses have been giving multiple state-
ments, with each one containing newer material. 

The power to arrest a suspect exists only to
prevent suspects from �eeing justice, in�uencing
or threatening witnesses and tampering with evi-
dence, or repeating a crime. There is a huge gulf
between the power to arrest and the necessity to
arrest. It is a disturbing reality that political lead-
ers have been arrested in this case on the basis of
statements made by approvers, and not any inde-
pendent witnesses. The timing of the arrest has
also become an issue of substance. That Mr. Kej-
riwal did not respond to multiple ED summonses
may be cited as a reason for his being arrested
now rather than months ago. However, this ex-
pectation that the accused should “cooperate”
with the investigation agency is quite peculiar.
Agencies ought to be able to prosecute people
without their statements. It is known that Section
50 of the Prevention of Money Laundering Act
has been weaponised by the ED to record a state-
ment that is admissible and then record the per-
son’s arrest. Whether non-appearance in res-
ponse to a summons is a ground for arrest and
denial of bail is a question that has arisen in this
case. Equally tenable is the question whether ar-
resting serving Chief Ministers through central
agencies and keeping them in prison throughout
a multi-phase election does not amount to sub-
version of federalism and democracy. 

Poll time, prison time 
Kejriwal’s continuing imprisonment

casts a shadow on election campaign 

T
he year 2024 marks a signi�cant
milestone for immunisation
programmes, both globally and in
India. It commemorates 50 years since

the launch of the Expanded Programme on
Immunization (EPI) by the World Health
Organization (WHO) in 1974. The EPI was
introduced as the eradication of smallpox virus
was on the horizon, and a need to leverage the
then immunisation infrastructure and a trained
workforce was recognised to expand the bene�t
of available vaccines. Following the
announcement, nearly every country across the
world initiated its national immunisation
programme. India launched the EPI in 1978,
which was later renamed as the Universal
Immunization Programme (UIP) in 1985. In India,
this year is also two decades since the country
conducted the last nationwide independent �eld
evaluation of the UIP, in collaboration with
international experts. This is an opportune
moment to assess the progress made and
envision the future.

Globally, and in India, there has been
signi�cant progress in terms of the impact of
immunisation and vaccines. While in 1974, there
were vaccines to prevent six diseases, �ve
decades later, there are vaccines against 13
diseases which are universally recommended;
and vaccines against 17 additional diseases are
recommended for a context-speci�c situation.
There is research in progress to develop vaccines
against nearly 125 pathogens — many would
prevent diseases prevalent in low- and
middle-income countries.

A success story
The children with three doses of DPT, a tracer
indicator of coverage, has been rising over these
years. In the early 1970s, around 5% of children in
low- and middle-income countries had received
three doses of DPT, which increased to 84% in
2022 at the global level. Smallpox has been
eradicated, polio eliminated from all but two
countries and many vaccine preventable diseases
have nearly disappeared. In India, the coverage
has increased every passing year and in 2019-21,
76% of children received the recommended
vaccines. 

Since the launch of EPI, studies have shown
that vaccines have saved millions of lives and
prevented billions of hospital visits and
hospitalisations. Economic analyses have
estimated that vaccines are highly cost-e�ective
interventions, with every single dollar (or rupee)
of expenditure on vaccination programmes
ensuring a seven to 11-fold return.

In nearly all low- and middle-income
countries, including India, the immunisation
programme remains a success among all
government initiatives, nearly always with far
greater coverage than any other health
programme. 

Moreover, in mixed health systems with both
the public and private sector delivering services,
immunisation often remains the only health

intervention with greater utilisation from the
government sector. For instance, in India, the
share of the private sector in overall health
services is nearly two thirds; however, nearly 85%
to 90% of all vaccines are delivered from
government facilities. Experts often argue that
the immunisation coverage is a tracer indicator of
the possible highest coverage any government
intervention can achieve in a given setting.

Yet, it is not without challenges. In early 2023,
the UNICEF’s ‘The State of the World’s Children’
report revealed a concerning trend: for the �rst
time in more than a decade, the childhood
immunisation coverage had declined in 2021. In
2022, globally, an estimated 14.3 million children
were zero dose (did not receive any
recommended vaccine) while another 6.2 million
children were partially immunised. Over the
years, the vaccination coverage in India has
increased, both nationally and State-wise.
However, there are persisting inequities in
coverage by geography, socio-economic strata
and other parameters, which demand urgent
interventions.

From childhood focus to life course
It is interesting that when it comes to vaccination,
people often (and wrongly) believe that the
vaccines are only for children only. The truth is
that in nearly 225 years since the availability of
the �rst vaccine against smallpox in 1798,
vaccines have always been available for
individuals of all age groups, including adults.
The �rst anti rabies vaccine, cholera, and typhoid
vaccines developed between 1880s to mid 1890s
were primarily for adults. The �rst vaccine ever
developed in any part of the world against plague
(in 1897) was from India and meant for
individuals across all age groups. The BCG
vaccine (against tuberculosis) was �rst introduced
in a nationwide campaign in 1951 and was also
administered to the adult population. In�uenza
vaccines have always been administered to adults
and children alike. This history clearly illustrates
that vaccines have always been intended for
individuals of all age groups.

However, considering that children are most
vulnerable from vaccine-preventable diseases,
they have rightly been prioritised for vaccination.
A few decades ago, the supply of vaccines was
limited, and the �nancial resources and trained
workforce that governments had were scarce.
Thus, vaccines were aimed to be delivered to the
population groups which would bene�t from
them the most — children.

However, in the last �ve decades, things have
changed for the better. With increased vaccine
coverage, children are better protected. However,
diseases that are preventable with vaccines are
increasingly becoming common in the adult
population. Therefore, it becomes imperative
that government policies now focus on the
vaccination of adults and the elderly, as well, as is
happening in many countries. For better
coverage of adult vaccines, we can learn from the
past and �ve decades of the EPI.

First, there are some initial policy and
technical discussions regarding expanding
immunisation coverage in additional populations.
The recent announcement on HPV vaccines for
teenage girls is a good start. 

However, the Indian government needs to
consider providing recommended vaccines for a
wider section of adults and elderly population.
Considering that vaccines are highly cost
e�ective, once recommended by the National
Technical Advisory Group on Immunization
(NTAGI), vaccines for all age groups should be
made available as free at the government
facilities.

Second, the NTAGI in India, which provides
recommendations on the use of vaccines should
start providing recommendations on the use of
vaccines in adults and the elderly. We need to
remember that once a vaccine is recommended
by the government body, the coverage is likely to
be far greater than if the vaccines are not
recommended by the government.

Third, the prevailing myths and
misconceptions about vaccines must be
proactively addressed to tackle vaccine hesitancy.
The government must consider the help of
professional communication agencies to dispel
myths (and in a layperson’s language and with
the use of social media). This also requires
citizens to learn and educate themselves about
these vaccines from reliable sources.

Fourth, various professional associations of
doctors — community medicine experts, family
physicians and paediatricians should work to
increase awareness about vaccines among adults
and the elderly. Physicians treating patients with
any disease should use the opportunity to make
them aware of vaccines.

Fifth, medical colleges and research
institutions should generate evidence on the
burden of diseases in the adult population in
India.

There are studies which have noted that the
introduction of new vaccines in national
programmes contributes to increased coverage of
all existing vaccines. Therefore, it is likely that
expanding coverage of vaccines for adults and the
elderly may result in improved coverage with
childhood vaccines and reduced vaccine
inequities. India’s EPI has made major progress
and it is arguably a time for another independent
national level review of the UIP in India, engaging
key partners and international experts.

In late 2023, India launched a pilot initiative of
adult BCG vaccination as part of e�orts to ‘end
TB’ from India. The COVID-19 vaccination of the
adult population has made the public sensitized
to the need for and the bene�ts of adult
vaccination. This is a right opportunity to start a
new journey of adult vaccination in India. In the
50 years of the EPI, it is time for another
expansion of the programme with focus on zero
dose children, addressing inequities in vaccine
coverage and o�ering vaccines to adults and the
elderly. It is time to make EPI an ‘Essential
Program on Immunization’.

Make EPI an ‘Essential Programme on Immunisation’ 
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T
he reform of labour institutions is always
in the air as objective (variables) and
subjective (orientation of agencies

involved) factors keep changing. In the case of the
industrial relations system and labour market
(IRS-LM), variables such as product market,
technology, trade and investment, and labour
institutions such as trade unions, collective
bargaining and strikes keep changing. There are
two aspects of reforms — substantive issues and
procedural aspects.

Social dialogue is an important procedural
institutional process to debate and arrive at
consensual conclusions which could be used for
legal and other policy-oriented actions. In the
post-reform period, the government uses social
dialogue agency, viz., the Indian Labour
Conference (ILC), to push the reforms agenda.
Evidence-based reform arguments enrich social
dialogue — something which has not happened
thus far. Social partners have been advocating
their “class-based opinions” unbacked by
credible data or experience. The ILC has
degenerated into a “talking shop”.

Labour statistics, unlike economic and
industrial data, are not rigorous. For example,
the Annual Survey of Industries (ASI) and the
National Sample Survey O�ce produce excellent
statistics but have limited information relating to
the IRS-LM. The Labour Bureau provides
statistics on a range of industrial relations (strikes
and trade unions) and labour statistics (contract
labour, absenteeism, labour turnover, labour
inspections). It mostly provides administrative
data, viz., those generated as a part of
implementing labour laws. The statistics on work
stoppages are collected voluntarily. The
composition and the scope of data published by
the Labour Bureau has remained virtually the
same over the decades.

Reform arguments
Let us look at three reform arguments put forth
relentlessly by employers and neoliberal
academics. Employers have criticised the labour
inspection system as a case of “Inspector-Raj”

and called for its reforms. This criticism stems
probably from their “limited experience”. They
have complained that State governments hardly
sanction applications for retrenchment or the
closure of establishments. They also demand a
curb on the right to strike and prefer non-union
workplaces. Some academics and global agencies
such as the World Bank/International Monetary
Fund which have “priors” similar to the reform
opinions of employers have published studies
“consistently” supporting the benevolent impact
of reforms and refuting their obverse. For
example, a study by Besley and Burgess (B&B) on
the impact of labour regulation in 2004 has been
widely used by employers and others to push hire
and �re reforms, among others. This is despite
glaring weaknesses in the studies using B&B
methodology, original or revised. The
government has fallen for these “strong
prior-based evidence” hook, line and sinker and
sought to introduce labour law reforms.

To counter the reform arguments mentioned
above, trade unions should have collected the
relevant information/statistics on inspection
(such as the number of sanctioned and actually
employed inspectors, the universe of inspection
and actual inspection, the frequency of
inspections) and studied them to make informed
arguments to support labour inspection — even
strengthening them. It is then that social partners
and the government would have realised the poor
quality of data on inspections. They would realise
that labour inspectors are much fewer in number
than the inspection universe. Research has shown
that there is no all-India data on labour
inspections.

Closure reform
Again, on �ring/closure reform, trade unions
have not collected data on the
retrenchment/closure applications under Chapter
V-B submitted to the labour department,
permissions granted/refused by the labour
department. These are not published in most
States except in Maharashtra for a limited period.
The denial of permissions was surely prevalent

during the command economy, but is this
prevalent in the post-reform period? My study on
retrenchments/closures under Chapter V-B in
2001-05 showed that Maharashtra was more
liberal in granting permissions for
retrenchments/closures (Impact of Labour
Regulations … in Maharashtra, Bookwell, 2008).

On strikes
The Industrial Relations Code, 2020 Code on
Industrial Relations (CIR) has made legal strikes
well-nigh impossible. Illegal strikes carry a heavy
penalty. Trade unions could have used the data
on strikes and lockouts published by the Labour
Bureau which would show that lockouts are more
frequent and account for more workdays lost
than strikes during the post-reform period. This
evidence would have challenged the need for
introducing harsher clauses on strikes in the CIR.

Trade unions are well placed to “produce”
statistics on several aspects of the IRS-LM at the
establishment level. Employers’ organisations
such as NASSCOM generate statistics on the IT
industry which is used indiscriminately.

India has rati�ed the Labour Statistics
Convention (No.160), 1985 and Labour Inspection
Convention (081), 1947. India must generate
statistics that are valid, comprehensive and
reliable on IRS-LM. Trade unions must know by
now that reforms are contested not only by street
struggles but also primarily in the realm of ideas
where objective data and rich empirical studies
are used.

In essence, trade unions should produce
labour statistics, do research on IRS-LM, build an
active and productive interface with academics
and use academic studies to make
“evidence-based arguments” in the ILC. Imagine
a massive strike demanding good labour statistics!
The larger society and the government are bound
to stand up and seek reform labour statistics. For
once, strikes would enjoy public legitimacy.

This May Day, in 2024, trade unions must
resolve to carry out these measures. If nothing,
statistical agencies such as the Labour Bureau will
be reformed as a result of these pursuits.

The need for the use of labour statistics 
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Examination dates issue

The date for the All India
Institute of Speech and
Hearing, Mysuru’s
computer-based All India
Entrance Examination 2024

appear and write both
tests. Could the
authorities/o�icials please
look into this? 

P. Murugiah,
Karaikudi, Tamil Nadu

Aptitude Test (IAT), i.e.,
Sunday, June 9, 2024, at
9.a.m. Many students who
have completed Class 12
are now anxious on getting
to know this as they want to

for Bachelor of Audiology
and Speech Language
Pathology (B.ASLP) falls on
the same day as the Indian
Institutes of Science
Education and Research

L E T T E R S T O T H E E D I T O R 

Corrections & Clarifications

A Business page story on a Coca Cola bottler setting up a plant in Amethi

(April 30, 2024) erroneously gave the name of the bottler as SLAM Bever-

ages. It should have been SLMG Beverages.

E-mail:readerseditor@thehindu.co.in 
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New Delhi, April 30: The Confederation of
Central Government Employees and Workers
to-day directed its Class III and IV employees all
over the country to go on an inde�nite strike
from May 10. The Confederation, which claims
to represent over seven lakh employees, called
upon its members, who include those belonging
to the Posts and Telegraphs Department, Audit,
Income Tax and several other departments,
excluding the Defence Services and Railways to
commence the strike at 6 a.m. The strike will be
preceded by a two-day “non-cooperation
movement” from May 8 in the form of mass
casual leave, work-to-rule, tool-down and
pen-down to coincide with the threatened strike
by railwaymen, Mr. S.K. Vyas, Secretary-General
of the Confederation, said in a press statement.
He added that this action would continue till the
demands, already submitted to the Finance
Minister and the respective Heads of
Departments, were conceded. The demands
included parity in pay scales with the public
sector undertakings, a need-based minimum
wage and bonus. The statement said the
a�liates of the Confederation including the
National Federation of P and T employees and
the All-India Non-Garetted Audit and Accounts
Association, had meetings of their policymaking
bodies here from April 27 to 29. They held a
joint meeting to-day at which the decision to go
on strike was taken. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 1, 1974

Central Government
employees to go on strike

F R O M T H E A R C H I V E S

A Broadcasting concert took place for an hour
this forenoon in the o�ce of Messrs Milton & Co,
Mount Road, next to Simpson and Coy. Some
songs playing on Piano and a short speech were
transmitted from the premises to the
Gramaphone Department of Messrs. Spencer
Buildings where the receiving appratus was
�xed. The concert was well attended by
Europeans and Indians. It was very much
appreciated by those present and was voted a
success. Mr. Coningsby, the Marconi Engineer, is
in communication with Mr. Weston of the Indian
Institute of Science, Bangalore where there is a
receiving apparatus and has requested the
Institute to receive the programme that is going
on in Madras. 

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 1, 1924

Broadcasting in Madras 

A
decade has passed since
the Street Vendors
(Protection of
Livelihood and

Regulation of Street Vending) Act
came into e�ect on May 1, 2014,
marking a signi�cant milestone
after nearly four decades of legal
jurisprudence and the tireless
e�orts of street vendor
movements across India.
Celebrated as a progressive
legislation, the Act now faces
numerous challenges in its
implementation. Looking back,
the mere enactment of a law did
not ensure the protection and
security of street vendors in
Indian cities; there was much to
be desired in its execution.

Provisions of the law
Street vendors, estimated to
constitute 2.5% of any city’s
population, play multifaceted
roles in city life. Local vegetable
sellers and food vendors are
essential providers of daily
services. Vending o�ers many
migrants and the urban poor a
source of modest yet consistent
income. The vendors also make
city life a�ordable for others by
providing vital links in the food,
nutrition, and goods distribution
chain at reasonable prices.

Street vendors are also integral
to Indian culture — imagine
Mumbai without its vada pav or
Chennai without its roadside
dosai. The law was enacted to
acknowledge this reality. It aimed
to ‘protect’ and ‘regulate’ street
vending in cities, with State-level
rules and schemes, and execution
by Urban Local Bodies (ULBs)
through by-laws, planning, and
regulation. The Act clearly
delineates the roles and
responsibilities of both vendors
and various levels of government.
It recognises the positive urban
role of vendors and the need for
livelihood protection. It commits
to accommodating all ‘existing’
vendors in vending zones and
issuing vending certi�cates. The
Act establishes a participatory
governance structure through
Town Vending Committees (TVCs)

and mandates that street vendor
representatives must constitute
40% of TVC members, with a
sub-representation of 33% of
women street vendors. These
committees are tasked with
ensuring the inclusion of all
existing vendors in vending zones.
Additionally, the Act outlines
mechanisms for addressing
grievances and disputes,
proposing the establishment of a
Grievance Redressal Committee
chaired by a civil judge or judicial
magistrate. Its provisions set a
crucial precedent for inclusive and
participatory approaches to
address street vending needs in
cities, at least in theory.

Three broad challenges
However, the Act has faced three
broad challenges. First, at the
administrative level, there has
been a noticeable increase in
harassment and evictions of street
vendors, despite the Act’s
emphasis on their protection and
regulation. This is often due to an
outdated bureaucratic mindset
that views vendors as illegal
entities to be cleared. There is also
a pervasive lack of awareness and
sensitisation about the Act among
state authorities, the wider public,
and vendors themselves. TVCs
often remain under the control of
local city authorities, with limited
in�uence from street vendor
representatives. And the
representation of women vendors
in TVCs is mostly tokenistic.

Second, at the governance
level, existing urban governance
mechanisms are often weak. The
Act does not integrate well with
the framework established by the
74th Constitutional Amendment
Act for urban governance. ULBs
lack su�cient powers and
capacities. Schemes like the Smart
Cities Mission, laden with
resources and pushed through as
policy priorities from the
top-down, mostly focus on
infrastructure development and
ignore the provisions of the Act for
the inclusion of street vendors in
city planning.

Third, at the societal level, the

prevailing image of the ‘world
class city tends to be exclusionary.
It marginalises and stigmatises
street vendors as obstacles to
urban development instead of
acknowledging them as legitimate
contributors to the urban
economy. These challenges are
re�ected in city designs, urban
policies, and public perceptions of
neighbourhoods.

The way forward
While the Act is progressive and
detailed, its implementation
requires support, possibly (and
ironically) necessitating top-down
direction and management
starting from the Ministry of
Housing and Urban A�airs. This
needs to be decentralised over
time to ensure e�ectiveness in
addressing the diverse needs and
contexts of street vendors
nationwide. PM SVANidhi, a
micro-credit facility for street
vendors, has been a positive
example in that direction. There is
a strong need to decentralise
interventions, enhance the
capacities of ULBs to plan for
street vending in cities, and move
away from high-handed
department-led actions to actual
deliberative processes at the TVC
level. Urban schemes, city
planning guidelines, and policies
need to be amended to include
street vending.

The Act now faces new
challenges such as the impact of
climate change on vendors, a
surge in the number of vendors,
competition from e-commerce,
and reduced incomes. The Act’s
broad welfare provisions must be
used creatively to meet the
emerging needs of street vendors.
The sub-component on street
vendors in the National Urban
Livelihood Mission needs to take
cognisance of the changed
realities and facilitate innovative
measures for addressing needs.
The case of the Street Vendors Act
highlights the complex interplay of
contestation over space, workers
in urban areas, and governance,
o�ering valuable lessons for future
lawmaking and implementation.

Implementing the Street Vendors Act 
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Celebrated as a
progressive
legislation, the
Act now faces
numerous
challenges in its
implementation
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STATE OF PLAY

T
he village and ward vo-
lunteers’ system, in-
troduced by Chief Mi-

nister Y.S. Jagan Mohan Reddy
in 2019 in Andhra Pradesh to
bridge the gap between the
government and citizens, has
become deeply politicised,
with the Opposition accusing
the ruling YSR Congress Party
(YSRCP) of using the volun-
teers as its foot soldiers.

At its core, the system
aimed to decentralise gover-
nance by appointing local resi-
dents as volunteers to oversee
implementation of govern-
ment welfare programmes.
Each volunteer is assigned to
50 households and is respon-
sible for ensuring the transpa-
rent delivery of services such
as social security pensions
and essential commodities.
For their work, volunteers are
paid a monthly sum of ₹5,000
each as honorarium. There
are 2,62,483 volunteers, as per
government data.

Essentially, the volunteer
system aims to bring gover-
nance to the people’s door-
step. During the COVID-19
pandemic, the volunteers be-
came the backbone of Andhra
Pradesh’s response e�orts.
They distributed masks, facili-
tated the transportation of pa-
tients to healthcare facilities,
and conducted household sur-
veys to monitor the health sta-
tus of every family. Their tire-
less e�orts earned them
praise from various sections of
society and showed the poten-
tial of community-driven go-
vernance in times of crisis.

But as elections loomed on
the horizon, allegations of
misuse and manipulation be-
gan to surface. The Opposition
accused the YSRCP of exploit-

ing the volunteer network to
sway voters in its favour. It
raised concerns about the lack
of impartiality, claiming that
the volunteers had turned into
assets for the ruling party for
its electoral campaign. This
claim was substantiated by the
fact that more than 60,000
volunteers resigned from their
posts and o�cially began
working with the YSRCP to
help it during its campaign. It
was clear that the party hoped
to use the volunteers’ familiar-
ity with the people at the
grassroots to its advantage.

Following complaints by
Opposition parties in various
districts, District Election Of-
�cers suspended a number of
volunteers. Later, based on a
writ petition �led by Dr. Nim-
magadda Ramesh Kumar, Se-
cretary, Citizens for Democra-
cy (CFD) of Andhra Pradesh,
the Andhra Pradesh High
Court barred volunteers from
participating in the distribu-
tion of welfare schemes after
the Model Code of Conduct
(MCC) was put in place. Mr.
Ramesh Kumar is a retired In-
dian Administrative Service
o�cer who served as State
Election Commissioner. The
court ruling was met with
both praise and criticism:
while some lauded it as a ne-
cessary safeguard against elec-
toral malpractice, others
claimed that it created obsta-
cles in the delivery of services.

Based on the court orders,
the Election Commission of
India (ECI) instructed the

State government to bar vo-
lunteers from delivering go-

vernment services for as long
as the MCC was in place. Fol-
lowing this, Chief Secretary
K.S. Jawahar Reddy instructed
the village and ward secreta-
riat sta� to disburse the mo-
ney and asked pensioners to
collect it from the respective
o�ces. However, later, as per
the directions of the ECI, the
State government said it
would disburse pensions
through Direct Bene�ciary
Transfer to up to 75% of the
pensioners. The rest would re-
ceive it at their doorstep dur-
ing May and June, it said.

While the plan seemed to
work on paper, in reality it
turned into a tragedy. Some of
the pensioners died, allegedly
because they stood in the heat
for hours to collect their due.
This expectedly led to a con-
troversy. Mr. Jagan Reddy and
other YSRCP leaders blamed
the CFD and the National De-
mocratic Alliance for the
deaths, while Telugu Desam
Party national president N.
Chandrababu Naidu and other
Opposition leaders faulted the
State government, claiming
that it wilfully avoided em-
ploying village and ward se-
cretariat sta� to disburse pen-
sions at bene�ciaries’ homes.

Based on multiple com-
plaints that volunteers are in-
�uencing voters at the grass-
roots level, the Andhra
Pradesh High Court asked the
ECI to take action. The ECI has
barred the volunteers from
distributing cash bene�ts un-
der any scheme, including
pensions. The YSRCP conti-
nues to staunchly defend the
volunteer system and claims
that it is being politicised. This
entire episode could have
been avoided if the volunteers
were merely allowed to do
their duty and were not ap-
propriated by the YSRCP for
its own political gain.

Impartial volunteers no longer 
The YSRCP has been using village and ward volunteers for its election campaign 
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T
he average cost of a home-
cooked vegetarian thali in
Maharashtra increased by

71% in the last �ve years. At the
same time, the average monthly
salary earned by a person through
regular employment in the State
increased by only 37%. While the
wages of casual labourers kept
pace with the rise in prices, in-
creasing by 67% in the period, it is
crucial to note that labourers were
already spending a high share of
their monthly wages on food.

For this analysis, it has been as-
sumed that an average Indian fa-
mily will be able to meet their daily
dietary needs if they consume
food equivalent to two thalis per
day, spread across breakfast,
lunch, and dinner. Non-vegetarian
meals were not considered due to
lack of past data. To get commodi-
ty prices, Maharashtra was chosen
as an exemplar due to the availa-
bility of consistent data. The aver-
age wages and salaries of workers
in Maharashtra were considered
for comparison. 

To decode how much two thalis
cost, on average, in Maharashtra,
the ingredients used were identi-
�ed — white rice, toor dal, onion,
garlic, green chilli, ginger, tomato,
potato, peas, atta, cabbage, sun-
�ower oil, and salt— and the grams
required for two servings were
measured. The average retail cost
for buying those ingredients in
Maharashtra — as of March this
year, a year ago (2023), and �ve
years ago (2019) — were collated
from the Consumer A�airs Minis-
try and the National Horticulture
Board. For some vegetables, for
which data were not available,
prices in Mumbai were considered
as a proxy. 

For instance, the cost of buying
125 grams of toor dal, which is re-
quired to make two thalis, in-
creased from ₹9.3 to ₹20.1 in the

past �ve years (Table 1). Similarly,
the cost of buying 300 grams of
potato increased from ₹6.8 to ₹8.6. 

The average cost of all the ingre-
dients for two thalis in Maharash-
tra totalled ₹79.2 this year, ₹64.2
last year, and ₹46.2 in 2019 (Table
2). In essence, the cost of making
two thalis in a household in Maha-
rashtra every day of a month in-
creased from ₹1,386 in 2019 to
₹2,377 in 2024.

The daily average wage of an in-
dividual in Maharashtra increased
from ₹218 a day in 2019 to ₹365 a
day in 2024. This was then extra-
polated for 30 days to arrive at
monthly earnings. The average sal-
ary of a person in Maharashtra in-
creased from ₹17,189 to ₹23,549 in
the same period.

The cost of making two thalis
every day of a month, when consi-
dered as a share of wages/salaries,
marginally increased from 21.1% of
a casual labourer’s monthly earn-
ings in 2019 to 21.7% in 2024. This
is assuming that the labourer got
paid on all days, including rest
days. In the case of regular salaried
workers, there was a considerable
increase from 8.1% to 10.1% in the
same period (Table 4).

As can be seen from Tables 2
and 3, while the cost of making a
thali increased by 71% in the past
�ve years, the monthly salary in-
creased by only 37%. As can be
seen from Tables 3 and 4, while ca-
sual labourers’ wages kept pace
with the rise in prices, they were
already spending over 20% of their
earnings on food, the cost of which
also went up marginally. 

This disparity between salaries
and expenditure means that hou-
seholds with regular salaried peo-
ple might be cutting back on
spending on non-essential items
and luxury products. For daily
wage-earning households, such
spending anyway remained elu-
sive as their expenditure on food
was high and has now marginally
gone up.

Sruthi Balaji is interning with The Hindu

Data Team

Cost of meals rose by 71% in �ve years, salaries by just 37%
This disparity means that households with regular salaried people might be cutting back on spending on non-essential items or luxury products
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the cash penalty imposed in both cases is 
exactly the same, X, Thaler observes that the 
first mechanism reduces the number of ciga-
rettes smoked much faster than the second. 
There is a lesson in this if we want to honour 
our commitment to reduce GHG emissions. 

A mechanism should be devised that cal-
culates before the beginning of every year 
the GHG reduction each country must nec-
essarily achieve. A monetary equivalent of 
the same should be paid by respective coun-
tries into a global pool. Then, depending 
upon the actual GHG emissions throughout 
the year, the balance would be credited back 
to the country from that global pool. Com-
mitment amounts for every country can be 
drawn from historical as well as projected 
GHG emission levels. In a democratic set-up, 
explaining to citizens why the government 
cannot recover a sum pledged at the start of 
the year will probably prove far costlier than 
explaining why a fine must be paid.

If countries consider the right to a clean 
environment a basic right, they must adopt 
processes that actually enforce this right. Ex 
post penalties could come later. This is what 
a ‘rights’ guarantee is all about. It can’t be 
infringed and then compensated for later. 
India has made all the right noises. We now 
await actions that can show others the way.

and not a market-determined outcome. 
However, we need ‘glocal’ (global and local) 
commitments and actions to treat a clean 
environment as a basic right.

While markets can solve complicated 
problems, ‘market failures’ often make out-
comes worse than what would have been the 
case if market solutions had not been relied 
upon. The risk of market failure and its 
potential consequences are even larger with 
carbon markets, given the nature of the 
‘product.’ Consider a carbon-credit market, 
a trading system in which carbon credits are 
bought by entities that have positive green-
house gas (GHG) emissions from others who 
remove these air pollutants. As with most 
markets, this mechanism, deployed under a 
policy that exerts CHG reduction pressure 
on all entities, punishes polluters by making 
them pay for emissions and also incentivizes 
organizations to capture these gases. Thus is 
the price mechanism expected to deliver an 
optimal path to net-zero emissions. 

However, as we are already way beyond 
permissible GHG levels, the crucial question 
is whether we can afford to rely on a market 
mechanism to optimize reductions. For one, 
cleaning the environment will always fall 
badly short of emissions. Global emissions 
data highlights the precarity of it.

I
n a remarkable judgement delivered on 6 
April 2024, a day that should stay marked 
memorably on our calendar, the Supreme 

Court of India (SC) recognized that “….the 
people have a right against the adverse 
effects of climate change.” And that “this 
right and the right to a clean environment… 
[is] necessary to articulate... as a distinct 
right. It is recognised by Articles 14 (right to 
equality) and 21 (right to life).” The SC judge-
ment clearly spells out that the right to 
health (under Article 21) is impacted by fac-
tors that degrade the environment. 

It is not only the judgement of 6 April, but 
the manner and context in which it was 
made that is of particular significance. The 
country’s top court was due to hear a case 
related to the survival of an endangered spe-
cies, the great Indian bustard. The case was 
posted for hearing in August, but the broad 
climate-change judgement was uploaded on 
the court’s website months ahead of it. The 
ruling sends out an important signal by rec-
ognizing a clean environment as a basic right 

electric vehicle power-packs, and so on. 
Combine this with the complexity that 
accompanies the deployment of hybrid 
systems such as wind-solar or offshore 
wind-solar-tidal power, or other combi-
nations thereof. Planning and operating 
such systems, in particular the vexed 
challenge of demand and supply fore-
casting, will greatly benefit from the use 
of AI systems. In fact, AI will likely be 
indispensable for sustaining the green 
energy grid of the future. While AI is 
already helping with the predictive 
maintenance of current energy systems, 
it is easy to imagine it playing a vital role 
in the maintenance of emerging sys-
tems that will be vastly more complex.

On the flip side, the energy guzzling 
nature of the AI industry is assuming 
alarming proportions. A search driven 
by AI could consume four to five times 
the energy needed for a conventional 
web search. It is estimated that the com-
putational power required to sustain 
the rise of AI is doubling roughly every 
100 days. To achieve a 10-fold improve-
ment in AI model efficiency, demand 
for computational power could surge by 
up to 10,000 times. In Davos, Switzer-
land, OpenAI’s CEO Sam Altman 
sounded a warning on the vastly higher 
power demand of the next wave of gen-
erative AI systems that energy systems 
will have to cope with. The water 
demands of the AI industry to cool data 
processors could be enormous too.

Research on other environmental 
consequences of AI is still in a nascent 
stage. However, staying with energy for 
the moment, there is no doubt that the 
world is off-track in meeting its sustain-
ability goals. India’s renewable energy 
programme, while impressive, has thus 
far only helped make a dent in incre-
mental electricity demand and there-
fore incremental emissions; it has not 
yet started taking emissions out of the 
country’s base of energy demand. 
Unchecked deployment of AI could 
increase incremental electricity 
demand enormously, making the task 
of reducing the growth of greenhouse 

gas emissions and eventually reversing 
them that much more challenging. 

In other words, India and the world 
could be locking themselves further 
into fossil energy use for much longer. 
And, while we have little evidence on 
other environmental consequences of 
AI, the adverse effects of fossil energy 
use on the planet is well established and 
may be proportionally attributable to AI 
in the future. 

To remind ourselves, scientists have 
identified nine planetary boundaries, 
staying within which would provide a 
safe operating space for humanity. We 
have crossed six of these boundaries, 
capturing climate change, fresh water 
use, air pollution, biosphere integrity 
and plastics pollution—mostly attribu-
table to our use of fossil fuels.

The relationship between AI and 
energy becomes even more consequen-
tial in the context of climate concerns 
driving net-zero ambitions around the 
world, the emerging jurisprudence 
around recognizing our right to escape 
the adverse impacts of climate change 
as a human right, and the rise of liability 
directives in the context of AI regula-
tion. The Supreme Court of India said in 
a recent judgement that climate change 
impacts the constitutional guarantee of 
the Right to Life, and that citizens have 
a right to freedom from the adverse 
effects of our climate emergency. 

Not only does the AI industry need 
to take responsibility for its climate 
impact, every user industry too, by 
virtue of its Scope 3 emission responsi-
bilities, must weigh the costs and bene-
fits of AI deployment carefully. We can-
not afford to allow its use for frivolous 
ends. Similarly, the regulatory regime 
needs to recognize the high cost of AI 
application—in terms of investments, 
climate effects and other environmental 
factors—and provide clear AI-usage 
guidance and incentives to contain 
costs. India and Indian industry should 
work towards strong, precautionary 
and enabling regulatory regime for AI. 
The sooner, the better.

I
ndia is undoubtedly a leading country 
in the deployment of artificial intelli-
gence (AI) systems. A recent survey 

on cloud complexity by NetApp, a data 
infrastructure company, revealed that 
70% of firms in India have AI projects up 
and running, as against 53% in the US, 
and that 91% of the companies in India 
plan to use their data to train AI models, 
as against a global average of 62%.

Globally, the AI industry is expected 
to grow by 37% annually till 2030, with 
great excitement over the opportunities 
it creates as also trepidation on its mis-
use. Regions/countries like the EU, US 
and China are expected to implement 
sweeping regulatory measures to bring 
about greater transparency, establish 
new standards and address activities 
that pose a systemic risk to citizens, 
with the EU already working on a bill to 
institute an “AI liability directive” that 
would provide financial compensation 
to adversely effected people. India too is 
cognizant of the need to develop a regu-
latory regime for AI, although it is likely 
to be light-handed, at least initially, with 
potential job losses its special focus.

It is important, however, to recognize 
the two-way relationship between AI 
and the energy sector. The electricity 
grids of today are only going to grow in 
complexity, with multi-dimensional 
flows of electricity now integrating all 
kinds of distributed and decentralized 
systems, including rooftop solar panels, 

AI is so costly for the planet to deploy that a cost-benefit analysis ought to guide its rules of usage 

LEENA SRIVASTAVA
is an independent expert on climate 

change and clean energy.

Let’s use a behavioural insight to tackle climate change
BAPPADITYA MUKHOPADHYAY

T
hat credit is good can be taken as 
a given. It plays an important role 
in any economy. Loans given out 
foster economic expansion by 
enabling commerce, typically done 
by banks making use of people’s 

savings held as deposits. Credit also helps 
uplift those at the bottom of India’s pyramid 
who lack the monetary means to make a better 
living, which explains our policy emphasis on 
financial inclusion. Rural self-help groups for 
microfinance are a key part of that mission. 
Yet, some parts of the country lag others on 
credit uptake. A study published last year by 
our bank regulator that covered 56 eastern dis-
tricts of the 117 designated as ‘aspirational’ (for 
their backwardness), for example, found that 
bank credit as a proportion of deposits varies 
from under 11% in West Singhbhum to over 
96% in Chandel. Data analysis showed that the 
supply of banking services was the main driver 
of an aspirational district’s credit-deposit ratio. 
For more loans to be extended, this suggests, 
banks must reach farther into under-served 
areas. This was also the stated goal of bank 
nationalization back in 1969. The outreach 
afforded by the internet, however, has placed 
digital apps in the spotlight for taking credit 
far and wide. In theory, this is a loan multiplier 
like none other. In reality, it entails a risk we 
must not under-estimate: Of credit taking a 
blow as a concept.

Credit markets operate under the central 
bank’s watch. On Monday, as part of its effort 
to stamp out unfair practices, the regulator 
warned lenders not to levy interest charges cal-
culated from the day of a loan’s sanction instead 
of its disbursal. This was done on behalf of retail 
borrowers. Last year, it had tightened capital 

back-up norms for collateral-free lending, a 
move aimed at keeping a fintech boom of app-
given personal loans within prudential limits. 
This was done to reduce the chance of bank 
cushions being hollowed out by a default crisis. 
But a sharp reminder of the other scars that the 
credit business can leave was served in April, 
when nine employees of loan-enabler Finsara 
were arrested in Gurugram on allegations of 
using extreme tactics for loan recovery. As 
reported, the police had acted on a complaint 
filed by a labourer who said digitally-made 
obscene images of her were posted online after 
she failed to repay a loan of ₹3,000, taken 
through the company’s app. The seizure of 
devices during a raid on Finsara’s office is said 
to have revealed a scandal of sexual shaming in 
wide deployment as a threat. The police claim 
that links with 1,577 cases across the country 
have been traced, involving loans of almost ₹5 
crore. Even if these numbers seem small in the 
context of all-India lending, that such practices 
exist at all is an outrage. And since not everyone 
speaks up, how rampant they are is a guess.

The depravity of even a few can hobble an 
entire market. For centuries, unregulated 
lending has had an exploitative image among 
the needy—if not for usurious charges, then for 
the arbitrary extraction of assets and services 
by moneylenders with no scruples. India 
fought hard to end bonded labour, a form of 
slavery that debtors would be forced into. It’s 
a sad reflection of today’s tech-enabled times 
that small-ticket borrowers can be deprived so 
luridly of dignity for their debts. Credit being a 
good thing is far from clear to the vulnerable. 
We must crack down hard on ugly recovery 
tactics before credit gets a bad name among 
those who need it most.

Credit penetration must 
not become a nightmare

Wider loan supply is a vital economic pursuit in India, but app-driven lending is exposing 

people to coercive recovery tactics. The depravity these have sunk to gives credit a bad name
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India overtook Japan in
2012 to become the 

third largest economy in 
the world when national 
income is measured by 
purchasing power parity. 
It also became the ninth 
largest economy when 
market exchange rates 
are considered. It is very 
likely to have moved up 
one notch since then by 
overtaking Italy.

These numbers were 
made available by the 
World Bank this week 
when it released the 
latest edition of its world 
development indicators. 
Ordinary lives have 
improved since 1990 
despite some increase in 
inequality. The numbers 
on life expectancy, child 
mortality, fertility, use of 
contraceptives, school 
enrolment, access to 
improved sanitation, 
telecom usage and a host 
of other measures should 
effectively demolish the 
mistaken belief that 
economic growth has 
only benefited the rich.

But India still has a 
long way to go. It is a 
lowly 120 in the global 
ranking when per capita 
income is considered.
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The coal 
scam just 
got deeper

B Y  U T P A L  B H A S K A R

utpal.b@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

The government has set up
an inter-ministerial panel
to investigate the suspect-

ed “diversion and theft” of coal
in the case of B.S. Ispat Ltd, ac-
cording to documents reviewed
by Mint—possibly adding anoth-
er layer to the scandal involving
irregularities in the allotment of
coal mines that is being probed
by the Central Bureau of Investi-
gation (CBI) under Supreme
Court supervision.

Although the government is
investigating just one such case,
there are other firms that are
suspected of the same wrongdo-
ing, said a government official
who asked not to be identified.

The scale of the irregularities
seems large, said Amol Kotwal,
associate director, energy and
power systems practice for South
Asia at consulting firm Frost and
Sullivan. 

The inter-ministerial commit-
tee is investigating the alleged
diversion of coal allotted for an
associated sponge iron plant of
Nagpur-based B.S. Ispat—which
has interests in coal mining,
power generation and steel man-
ufacturing, according to its web-
site—for suspected generation of
electricity for commercial sale.

“While the captive coal block
was allocated for its sponge iron
plant, it is being used by the
company for power generation.
The power generated has been
sold to the grid,” said a second
government official who asked
not to be identified. 

Mint couldn’t contact the
spokesperson for B.S. Ispat Ltd
and repeated phone calls to the
Nagpur office of the company
went unanswered. An email sent
to the company on Monday had
elicited no response as of press
time on Wednesday. The coal
ministry officials did not respond
to an email seeking comment. 

“This is a case where a compa-
ny is using the fuel for purposes
other than stated on which basis
it was allocated the coal block.
While there have been other
companies who are adopting
this dubious practice, this partic-
ular case has caught the govern-
ment’s attention,” said the gov-
ernment official cited in the first
instance. 

B.S. Ispat’s website claims that
the firm has “taken two coal
mines on lease for a period of 30
years located at Marki & Mangli.
Coal is directly used for provid-
ing heat energy in railways, in-
dustries and households and as a
reducing agent in some indus-
tries.”

On 18 March 2008, Mint first
reported significant irregularities
in the Union government’s
award of coal blocks. 

In 2012, after the Comptroller
and Auditor General of India
submitted a report in Parliament
alleging a notional loss of `1.86
trillion to the exchequer due to
the irregular allotments, CBI
started investigating allocation
of captive coal fields between
1993 and 2010 as part of a Su-
preme Court-monitored probe.
The government auditor also
claimed the blocks were award-
ed in an opaque manner.

On paper, diversion of coal
from a captive coal block is rea-
son enough for the allotment to
be cancelled. 

“The guidelines for captive
coal block allocation very clearly
asked the applicant for the de-
tails of the end-use project and
upon allocation, the applicant
was required to submit an affida-
vit that all coal mined from the
captive block shall exclusively be
used in the end use project. Any
violation of that, in terms of di-
verting it to another project,
even if owned by the same group
would attract cancellation of the
coal block,” said Debasish

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Govt panel to look into 
alleged diversion of 
allotted coal by BS 
Ispat Ltd for suspected 
power generation

FMC to meet 
on 6 May to 
review MCX 
progress
B Y  A M I  S H A H

K H U S H B O O  N A R A Y A N

·························
MUMBAI

The commodities market
regulator said on Wednes-

day that it would meet on 6
May to review the progress
made by Multi Commodity Ex-
change of India Ltd (MCX) in
complying with an order to cut
its parent’s stake to at least 2%
from 26%, increasing the ur-
gency for the completion of the
divestment.

 The Forward Markets Com-
mission (FMC) had earlier giv-
en MCX until April-end to com-
ply with its 17 December order,
which declared Financial Tech-
nologies (India) Ltd, or FTIL,
not “fit and proper” to run an
exchange. FMC also called for a
forensic audit of MCX by Price-
waterhouseCoopers (PwC).

“The commission will meet
on 6 May to take a view and de-
cision on compliance status of
MCX on implementation of ‘fit
and proper order’ and action
on the PwC audit report,” FMC

TURN TO PAGE 24®
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Billionaire brothers, Naveen
and Sajjan Jindal, could be

the answer Pope Francis is look-
ing for.

Their companies, Jindal Steel
and Power Ltd and JSW Steel
Ltd, are in competing talks to
buy parts of insolvent Italian
steel maker Lucchini, people
with direct knowledge of the
matter said.

Pope Francis earlier this
month called for those in power
to use their “creativity” to resolve
Lucchini’s problems. Italy’s sec-
ond-largest steel maker has tried
to sell itself for years but has so
far failed to attract investors,
forcing it to recently begin idling
capacity and putting at risk up to
4,000 jobs. 

With Italy still struggling to
emerge from its longest post-war
recession and unemployment
running at 13%, the highest level
since at least 1977, the shutdown
of another piece of industrial in-
frastructure would underline the
deep problems facing the euro
zone’s third-largest economy.

TURN TO PAGE 2®

Jindal brothers 
in rival talks 
to save Italian 
steel maker

B Y  S H A L L Y  S E T H  M O H I L E  &  
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·························
MUMBAI

The Tata group has asked its
companies to collaborate

with each other in an effort to
serve India’s vast rural markets
more effectively, in a so-called
“routes-to-market” strategy
that is among the first of sever-
al major initiatives being
rolled out by Cyrus Mistry,
chairman of Tata Sons Ltd. 

All Tata companies that are
“consumer facing” will try to
share their networks in rural
areas, four officials at the con-
glomerate said. None of the
four wished to be identified. 

The officials added that the
plan is still at an early stage,
but said Tata Strategic Man-
agement Group, the in-house
management consulting arm
of the group, is working closely
with the companies and will
launch a pilot project in the
next few months. 

A Tata Sons spokesperson
said the group had no informa-
tion to share. 

Since taking over as chair-
man in late 2012, Mistry, 45,
has kept a low profile even as
he has gone about building his
team, which now includes

former BSE chief executive of-
ficer Madhu Kannan, who is in
charge of business develop-
ment; Mukund Rajan, in
charge of ethics, communica-
tion, and corporate social re-
sponsibility; Harish Bhat, the
former CEO of Tata Global
Beverages who is a marketing
expert; and N.S. Rajan, who
was hired from audit and con-
sulting firm EY to head human
resources at the group level. 

At the $100 billion dollar by

revenue group,  companies
such as Tata Chemicals Ltd,
Tata Global Beverages Ltd,
Tata Teleservices Ltd, Titan
Co. Ltd and Tata Motors Ltd al-
ready serve the rural markets,
but independently, said one of
the four executives cited
above. The idea of the “routes-
to-market” strategy is to make
sure the companies draw from
each other’s strengths and

TURN TO PAGE 2®
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Tata’s Mistry looks to rural 
India, asks firms to collaborate

Avoiding the limelight: Since taking over as chairman in late 2012, Tata 
group chairman Mistry has kept a low profile even as he has gone about 
building his team.
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FIRs filed: This selfie, 
and a speech after 
voting, resulted in 
two FIRs being 
registered against 
Narendra Modi on 
the orders of the 
Election 
Commission.
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Climate change is real. 
The science is compelling. 

And the longer we wait, 
the harder the problem 

will be to solve. 

John F.  Kerry

is a professor of analytics and 

finance at the Centre of 

Excellence for Sustainable 

Development, Great Lakes 

Institute of Management, 

Gurgaon. 
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affordable. A price mechanism for emissions 
cannot succeed through market forces with-
out decarbonization policies acting as the 
primary force on all polluters. This exposes 
the idea to the risk of failure. Perhaps a more 
effective way to cap GHGs is to go beyond 
economics and treat emissions as a violation 

of others’ rights. Is there a 
good way to reduce GHG 
levels for each country?

Richard Thaler, a Nobel 
laureate in Economics, has 
made some behavioural 
observations that may be 
useful. He asserts that the 
design of contracts may 
yield drastically different 
outcomes even if the even-
tual payoffs are identical. 

To illustrate this, he 
offers a simple experiment. 
Consider someone trying 
to quit smoking. He can opt 

for either of two disincentive schemes:  One, 
leave $100 with a friend and at the end of the 
day get back an amount of $100 minus X, 
where X is the number of cigarettes he 
smoked throughout the day. Alternately, the 
person can pay his friend amount X if he 
smokes X cigarettes during the day. While 

If one plots GHG emission levels on a 
graph, globally as well as for India, expressed 
as 1,000 tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent 
per year, as well as India’s share in the global 
total, two facts would emerge. One, despite 
efforts and agreements, no dent has been 
made in the world’s total emissions. Two, 
India’s contribution, both 
in terms of absolute emis-
sions and its global share of 
them, is quite low. The 
numbers highlight the 
familiar North-South 
global divide and raises the 
question of inequitable cli-
mate-action burdens. 

Unless strictly enforced 
and fast-dropping limits 
are imposed by policy on 
overall emissions within 
various markets, larger 
market  mechanisms could 
worsen that inequality. 
Activities that boost economic growth and 
create wealth will continue to sustain emis-
sions, while raising the purchasing-power of 
emitters to buy more carbon credits. The 
result would be higher emission levels over-
all, and low GHG emitters might find carbon 
credit prices raised by demand and thus less 

An approach 

based on the 

SC’s climate 

ruling combined 

with nudge 

theory could 

deliver results 

The regulation of AI should take 
its climate impact into account
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I
nternational news in India at the beginning of 
2024 was dominated by a publicized phase of 
diplomatic tension between India and the 
Maldives following Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s visit to the Union territory of Lakshad-
weep. This was followed by an order by the 

government of Maldives asking Indian troops to 
leave the archipelago nation.

However, this wasn’t the first time the relation-
ship between the Maldives and India has been 
disturbed. If we go back a decade, in 2013, Malé 
had asked Indian infrastructure giant GMR to 
leave. After protracted arbitration, GMR was 
awarded $270 million in 2016 against claimed 
losses of $800 million.

Jindal Steel faced a similar fate in Bolivia when it 
had to walk out of a multi-billion-dollar project fol-
lowing a scandal over encashment of bank guaran-
tees by the Bolivian government. The Indian com-
pany was awarded $22.5 million against claimed 
losses of over $100 million.

Given such instances, Indian industries wanting 
to spread their wings beyond Indian shores have 
been seeking political risk insurance (PRI).

Despite market demand for PRI, the question is 
whether this should be a significant policy matter, 
given the robust growth of India’s economy and 
growing set of domestic and international inves-
tors. There is general euphoria about the India 
story and the arrival of Amrit Kaal—a propitious 
phase for turning India into a developed country. 
The continued buoyancy of Indian markets in the 
wake of the covid pandemic, slowdown in China 
and conflicts in Ukraine as well as Palestine has 
demonstrated the confidence of investors in the 
India story. Strong domestic markets, of course, 
are indispensable to a robust economy.

However, to transform India into a global eco-
nomic power, Indian businesses must expand their 
footprint beyond domestic markets. Outbound 
foreign direct investment (FDI) will be instrumen-
tal in accomplishing this business expansion. 
India’s outward FDI imperative may be under-
stood from two perspectives:

One, India and Indian businesses must have a 
strategy to identify and capture markets abroad 
through forward integration in largely untapped 
and underserved regions such as Africa and South 
America. Many of India’s small technology-ena-
bled companies could move quickly into global 
markets. For these ‘born global’ startups and 
micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs), 
outward FDI may be a critical means of business 
expansion.

Two, in a globalized world, sourcing of raw 
material can play a significant role in businesses 
gaining a competitive advantage. Therefore, 
unsurprisingly, some Indian companies have 

invested in facilities across the globe in pursuit of 
such an advantage while expanding operations. 
The future expansion strategies of Indian busi-
nesses must stay cognizant of the emergence of 
some developing nations as major suppliers in the 
coming years. The drive for decarbonization 
across industries has been driving demand for 
critical minerals that go into clean-tech solutions 
from such countries. This presents an opportunity 
for backward integration by Indian businesses 
through outward FDI.

The outward FDI path, however, is not free of 
hurdles. Some relatively untapped markets are 
particularly prone to high political risk, unfortu-
nately. Given this backdrop, PRI is a tool for busi-
nesses to mitigate and manage risks arising from 
the adverse actions or inactions of governments. 
As a risk-mitigation tool, PRI helps provide a more 
stable environment for investments in developing 
countries. It also eases the access of companies to 
finance on good terms.

In India, some private insurers and ECGC Ltd, 
a state-owned insurer, provide PRI. However, 
there is a major challenge that contributes to an 
observed under-utilization of PRI by Indian busi-
nesses as an effective tool for expansion: the low 
availability of US dollar-denominated PRI policies.

Rupee-denominated PRI policies are not ade-
quately useful for businesses as the Indian rupee 
has been depreciating in value against the US 
dollar for years. Thus, the assured sum may not be 
sufficient to cover losses over extended periods.

Both backward and forward integration are 
long-term endeavours and necessitate insurance 
policy coverage for longer periods of time. Also, 
the frequent renewal of short-term rupee-denomi-
nated policies issued by Indian insurers is cumber-
some and perhaps motivates businesses to opt for 
risk cover from international insurers that operate 
overseas.

Globally, most national PRI providers offer risk 
coverage in foreign denominated currencies. This 
includes the UK, where insurers offer 60-plus local 
currency options for PRI. For Turkey, its Exim 
Bank offers coverage principally in dollars and 
euros, although it also offers many other options, 
like the Japanese yen and British pound. In Japan, 
specific policy conditions are laid out for insurers 
to provide foreign currency denominated pay-
outs; these include dates for applicable foreign-ex-
change conversion rates for such payments.

To facilitate the growth of Indian businesses 
outside India, India must overcome this problem 
associated with political risk insurance.

Expand political risk insurance  
to help our businesses go global

Outbound FDI is crucial for Indian firms to expand globally but coverage gaps in what local insurers offer must be plugged
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A
fter decades of refusing to acknowl-
edge the link between human activ-
ity and a warming planet, most con-

servatives [in the US] no longer deny that 
climate change is real. Republican-led 
states have advanced proposals for devel-
oping renewable energy and are investing 
in clean fuel tech. Southern-state gover-
nors have embraced the green jobs boom 
created by US President Joe Biden’s Infla-
tion Reduction Act by taking credit for it 
while cutting ribbons at new electric vehi-
cle (EV) and battery manufacturing plants.

But as it becomes clear that Donald 
Trump will win the Republican presiden-
tial nomination, there has been a notable 
retrenchment in the commitment of 
many GOP clean-energy advocates. 
Republicans across the country are 
reversing course for fear of triggering 
Trump, who has repeatedly called climate 
change a “make-believe problem,” even 
suggesting that the concept was a “hoax” 
concocted by China.

In Florida, where Governor Ron DeS-
antis broke with Tea Party-led climate 
deniers in 2016 and acknowledged that 
“humans contribute to what goes on 
around us,” the Republican-led legislature 
has sent him a bill that requires all referen-
ces to “climate change” be deleted from 
state statutes. DeSantis is likely to sign it.

To DeSantis and Republican legislators, 
climate change may be menacing their 
state, but it’s someone else’s problem. 

Republican House Speaker Paul Ren-
ner, who represents the Palm Coast area 
that was pummeled by Hurricanes Idalia 
and Ian, defended the retreat from use of 
the words “climate change,” claiming the 
bill’s intent is to keep energy cheap and 
reliable. For him, it’s fine to throw tax-
payer money into fortifying homes and 
businesses against windstorms, floods and 
rising seas instead of focusing on policies 
that would help prevent the damage in the 
first place. “So if the climate’s changing, if 
that’s going to have negative consequen-
ces, [then] we put aside a bunch of money 
for flooding and resilience,” Renner said.

There is no ‘if.’ Earth’s climate has 
changed because of decades of green-
house gas emissions from fossil fuels. 
Property insurance rates in Florida have 
risen 57% between 2015 and 2023 and its 
residents already have wasted, as Renner 
says, “a bunch of money,” because people 
keep building and rebuilding in places 
prone to these natural disasters.

Maybe Renner is hoping to extract cam-
paign contributions from the fossil fuel 
industry—like Trump and DeSantis. The 

clean-energy backtracking is costing jobs. 
Trump has called for the elimination of 
the clean-energy tax credits contained in 
the Inflation Reduction Act and promised 
to slash incentives for EVs if he is elected. 
It’s become uncool for anyone who sup-
ports Trump to own an EV. So it’s no sur-
prise that EV sales are far below expecta-
tions and that automakers have scaled 
back or delayed production.

The decline in EV sales led Rivian Auto-
motive to indefinitely pause construction 
of a $5 billion production plant in Georgia. 
And in South Carolina, Albemarle sus-
pended plans to break ground on a $1.3 
billion plant to manufacture EV batteries.

This short-sighted thinking is going to 
hurt more than jobs. Bob Inglis, a former 
Republican congressman from South Car-
olina who lost his seat in 2010 because he 
campaigned on fixing the climate crisis, 
says precious time is being lost in the fight 
to adopt policies aimed at halting the 
damaging changes. 

“The scientists are ringing in my ears 
saying, ‘Faster, Inglis faster.’ We don’t 
have time for to wait,’’ he told me. He 
founded an advocacy organization, 
republicEN.org, to work with conserva-
tive climate activists. “A majority of Amer-
icans, including a majority of Republicans, 
and an even larger majority of young 
Republicans, believe the science of cli-
mate change, and want to see our leaders 
put forward serious solutions,” George 
Behrakis, vice president of Young Con-
servatives for Carbon Dividends said.

Despite being out of touch with most 
Americans, Trump has doubled down on 
his derision for climate change “because 
it excites some part of his base,” Inglis said. 
The result is a Republican Party stuck 
between advancing an optimistic market-
driven solution to the problem and anger-
ing the retribution-driven Trump.

With the loudest mouth on the planet 
spewing misinformation with his anti-
clean-energy narrative, it is no surprise 
that Trump’s followers are parroting him. 
Of course, that won’t matter when another 
hurricane blows through the US south this 
summer. But never mind talk of policies 
aimed at preventing the destruction these 
events bring. It’s all just a hoax we should 
ignore to ‘make America great again,’ as 
Trump’s slogan goes. ©BLOOMBERG

Trump is scaring Republicans 
away from saving planet Earth

His popularity has led his party members to deny climate change

Donald Trump’s climate denial is making 

Republicans follow suit REUTERS

ISTOCKPHOTO
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inequities rather than mitigate them. This is 
why, he explains, it does not have an entire 
section to itself. 

These are concerns I’ve heard before and 
even spilt ink trying to defend. And while 
there is truth to what he says, technology is 
such an essential arrow in the quiver of the 
modern bureaucrat that I don’t think any 
treatise on improving governance can be 
complete without engaging with it.

Reading through the book, one is struck 
by the fact that without the political will to 
effect change, the suggestions it makes are 
of little practical relevance. Politicians oper-
ate on five-year timescales and typically 
have no interest in pursuing governance 
reform—projects that typically that take 
longer than that to show success.

But it is here that the book is at its most 
optimistic. Karthik argues that Indian voters 
are increasingly appreciative of good gov-
ernance. He has evidence to show that 
reforms can bear results within a politicians 
term of office. Both these factors, coupled 
with a very human desire to leave behind a 
lasting legacy, offer some solace that change 
might come.

Which is why despite the seemingly pessi-
mistic initial premise, this is such a refresh-
ingly optimistic book.

investments into the institutional founda-
tions of the Indian state” was in 1950. Since 
then, all we have done is increase our expec-
tations of what the state must provide us 
without making necessary investments in its 
capacity to deliver. 

One of the reasons for this, Karthik 
argues, is that Indian citizens had universal 
adult franchise right from the country’s 
birth, unlike those of other nations. Where 
other countries pursued development at the 
cost of initially disenfranchised interest 
groups (women, minorities and the like), 
Indian politicians had to appease everyone 
and as a result could take no short-cuts. This 
is why as powerful as universal adult fran-
chise has been for democracy, it has affected 
the pace of our development.

He points out a number of ways in which 
Indian bureaucracy falls short of its poten-
tial, many of which came as a surprise to me. 
For instance, even though we think Indian 
civil servants are underpaid, I learnt that 
they earn, on average, far more than their 
counterparts in the private sector. This is 
why government jobs are so highly sought 
after. I also learnt that the Indian bureauc-
racy is not bloated, but woefully under-
staffed, with just 16 public officials for every 
1,000 citizens (China has 57). These factors 

S
ince so much of my work lies at the 
intersection of law and technology, I’m 
always interested in theories of gov-

ernance. If I can understand how govern-
ance works, I believe I will be better 
informed as to how technology can be used 
to make it more effective. Which is why, ever 
since I heard that it was being written, I’ve 
been waiting to read Karthik Muralidharan’s 
tome, Accelerating India’s Development.

This, in many ways, is a remarkable book, 
not just because of its size (at 800 pages, it 
could easily do duty as a doorstop), but 
because of how it has been written. It’s 
neatly organized into bite-sized essays that 
are easy to digest, with each chapter building 
on those before it to collectively contribute 
to the grand argument. Most importantly, 
unlike so many books of its ilk, instead of just 
focusing on what is wrong with the Indian 
state, it offers implementable suggestions as 
to how to make it better.

The starting premise of the book is that 
the last time we made any “systematic 

Muralidharan’s take on governance is quite refreshing
RAHUL MATTHAN

is a partner at Trilegal and also 

has a podcast by the name Ex 

Machina. His Twitter handle is 
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suit their learning requirements will make it 
possible for children in the same class to 
learn at different speeds.

In his chapter on justice reform, he sug-
gests a technology solution to reduce delays, 
proposing the establishment of a portal on 
which lawyers can seek adjournments in 

advance, so that the court 
can process these requests 
asynchronously without 
wasting time that should be 
reserved for arguments. He 
also proposes establishing a 
digital land-record system 
to bring more certainty to 
land titles, so that we can 
reduce the volume of real 
estate disputes in India.

While it was good to see 
these scattered references, 
I was expecting better cov-
erage of the role of technol-
ogy in governance. Given 

the success of India’s digital public infra-
structure, I thought the book would at least 
devote a chapter to it. Karthik’s explanation 
is that technology is just an enabler and not 
the panacea for all that ails Indian govern-
ance. He worries that as useful as it can be, 
technology has the potential to exacerbate 

and more have meant that incentives rarely 
align with effective governance.

For instance, the sinecure of government 
jobs has made civil servants risk averse. They 
have no interest in innovation because not 
only do they see no financial upside, should 
the experiment fail, it could literally cost 
them their career. Simi-
larly, they have no incen-
tive to be frugal, seeing 
how every paise they save 
will be taken out of their 
budget next year.

Technology rears its 
head off and on through-
out the book, showing up 
like R.K. Laxman’s Com-
mon Man in a variety of dif-
ferent contexts. In the 
chapter on education, Kar-
thik shows us how it can be 
used to solve the quintes-
sential challenge of class-
room education: that teaching aimed at the 
average student is neither sufficiently chal-
lenging the more intelligent, nor simple 
enough to be understood by those strug-
gling to keep up. Educational software that 
can assess the competence level of students 
and dynamically adjust the teaching plan to 

His book stands 

out for the 

solutions it 

offers India 

but underplays 

the role of 

technology
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On May 1st, as we cele-
brate International
Labour Day, these

words of Karl Marx resonate
with renewed significance.
May Day is not merely a day
of rest; it is a powerful
reminder of the resilience
and collective strength of
workers worldwide. It is a day
to honour the countless indi-
viduals who have fought for
the rights and dignity of
labourers and to recognise the
ongoing struggle for justice in
the workplace.
Every year on May 1st,
International Labour Day
serves as a poignant reminder
of the struggles, sacrifices
and triumphs of workers
worldwide. It is a day to hon-
our the contributions of
labourers across various
countries and industries,
while also acknowledging the
ongoing battle for labour
rights and social justice. As we
commemorate International
Labour Day on May 1, 2024,
let us reflect on the signifi-
cance of this day and recom-
mit ourselves to advocating
for the rights and welfare of
workers.
The roots of International
Labour Day trace back to May
1, 1886, when workers in

Chicago staged a massive
protest demanding an eight-
hour workday. 
This pivotal event led to the
establishment of International
Workers’ Day, symbolising
the collective struggle for fair
labour practices. Since then,
May Day has evolved into a
global movement, with work-
ers from all walks of life
coming together to advocate
for their rights. May Day
holds immense significance in
highlighting the importance
of workers’ rights. It serves as
a platform to address issues
such as fair wages, equal
opportunities, maternity ben-
efits, healthcare and safe
working conditions. By
amplifying the voices of work-
ers, May Day fosters solidar-
ity and empowers individuals
to strive for better living stan-
dards and dignity in labour.

In India, May Day was first
celebrated in 1923 by the
Labour Kisan Party of
Hindustan in Madras (now
Chennai). Led by visionary
leaders like Singaravelu
Chettiar, this event marked
the beginning of a movement
to champion the rights of
workers. Since then, May
Day has been observed with
fervour across the country,
with various labour organisa-
tions leading rallies and cam-
paigns to advocate for work-
ers’ welfare. 
Dr BR Ambedkar, a towering
figure in India’s labour move-
ment, played a pivotal role in
advocating for the rights of
marginalised labourers. He
emphasised the principles of
equal pay for equal work,
maternity benefits, eradica-
tion of discrimination and fair
treatment of workers.

Through his leadership and
advocacy, Dr Ambedkar laid
the groundwork for a more
inclusive and equitable soci-
ety.
While we have made signifi-
cant strides in advancing
labour rights, challenges per-
sist. Many workers, especial-
ly those in the informal sec-
tor, continue to face exploita-
tion and lack of protection.
We must address these issues
and work towards creating a
more just and equitable work-
ing environment for all.
As we celebrate International
Labour Day, let us reaffirm
our commitment to the wel-
fare of workers. We must
advocate for policies that pro-
mote fair labour practices,
empower workers and ensure
their wellbeing. As
International Labour Day
dawns upon us once again on
May 1st, 2024, let it serve not
just as a commemoration of
past struggles, but as a beacon
lighting our path towards a
future where every worker’s
dignity is honoured, every
voice is heard and every
dream finds its fulfilment in
a world of equality and justice.

(The writer is an associate
professor, views 

are personal)
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lack of interest among older individu-
als in entering politics is concerning. The
decline in ethical and social values, cou-
pled with the high cost of electioneer-
ing, deters many from pursuing politi-
cal careers. Addressing these issues
requires systemic changes, such as the
delimitation of electoral constituencies
and measures to reduce election expens-
es. Compulsory voting could also
enhance participation and diminish the
inf luence of vote-bank politics.
Moreover, curbing the distribution of
freebies is crucial to prevent elections
from devolving into mere transactions.
True democracy demands active engage-
ment from all citizens, irrespective of age
or background.

Meera Patel | Ahmedabad 
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Diet, Mint, Ginger Impact,” published
on April 29, this is my response.
Maintaining oral health extends beyond
brushing and flossing; it’s about what we
eat too. Sugary and starchy foods can

feed harmful mouth bacteria, leading to
gum disease. A balanced diet of fruits,
vegetables, protein, calcium-rich foods
and whole grains not only supports a
healthy body but also promotes a bright
smile. Opting for natural foods over
processed ones is key to oral and over-
all wellbeing. Remember, oral health
impacts your entire body; bacteria from
the mouth can spread, increasing the risk
of various diseases.
Mint and ginger offer natural remedies
for oral care. Mint’s antiseptic proper-
ties combat bacteria, freshen breath and
prevent cavities. Meanwhile, ginger,
with its gingerol compound, fights
infections and inflammation, strength-
ening teeth. Incorporating these ingre-
dients into a refreshing drink like Mint
& Ginger Healthy Drink adds flavour
and health benefits to your routine, pro-
moting a radiant smile and robust
health.

Arjun Reddy | Hyderabad
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Challenges loom ahead of the July
Union Budget,” published on April 30,
this is my response. The forthcoming
union budget already stirs anticipation,
underscoring the critical juncture India
faces. Economic discourse dominates
electoral debates, eclipsing divisive
issues. However, the electorate’s focus on
core economic woes signals a paradigm
shift. Spiralling inflation, mounting
household debts and sluggish job cre-
ation demand urgent attention. Yet,
electoral promises veer towards pop-
ulism rather than pragmatic solutions.
The fiscal landscape is daunting, with
staggering debt repayments curtailing
budgetary flexibility. 
Amid global economic headwinds,
India’s export slump exacerbates trade
deficits. Addressing structural issues like
low productivity and high taxation is
imperative for sustained growth.
Furthermore, infrastructural develop-
ment must align with socio-economic
welfare, assuage rural discontent and fos-
ter inclusive growth. A judicious blend
of public and private sector involvement
and prudent fiscal policies can steer
India towards its lofty economic aspira-
tions. Ultimately, the onus lies on the
new Government to navigate these
challenges deftly, prioritising the popu-
lace’s wellbeing over partisan agendas.

Neha Iyer | Pune
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Why are the young not joining poli-
tics?” published on April 30, this is my
response. Witnessing the apathy of
young voters towards participating in the
political process is disheartening. While
some may feel disillusioned with the
quality of politicians, others might
believe their voices won’t make a differ-
ence. However, by abstaining from vot-
ing, they relinquish their right to shape
the nation’s future.
On the other end of the spectrum, the
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there in case we need their
support”. Not since 1962 have
we sought unequivocally US
military support. This is
bound to have upset China.
Worse, no Indian official had
ever called China a bully.
Surprisingly China has not
reacted. 
Naravane’s book and excerpts
have been withheld by the
Government in damage con-
trol after publishers circulat-
ed excerpts of Operation Snow
Leopard Night 29/30 August
2020 which belittle the
Government’s political control
in war and explosive com-
ments on Agniveer.  Armed
with material from the horse’s
mouth, the opposition is tar-
geting the Government in
China and Agniveer — during
election rallies where foreign
policy is an issue. How Army
intelligence cleared the book
for publication is a mystery.
In parliament on 10 Feb 2021.
Defence Minister Rajnath
Singh had informed
Parliament about withdrawals
in the North Pangong Tso
Lake Fingers area. But he
made no mention of vacation
from Kailash Heights, which
presumably was implied in
‘mutual withdrawal’. But Singh
added: “Chinese side is aware
of our resolve not to allow an
inch of territory to be taken”. 
Former NSA, Shiv Shankar
Menon in his writings has
observed: “we don’t know
what happened in South Bank
(Kailash heights) as we know

about North Bank
(Pangongtso Lake)”. 
Recently Congress leader
Jairam Ramesh cited an X post
by Chushul Councillor
Konchok Stanzin of
autonomous Ladakh Hill
Development Council that
the Rezangla battle 1962
memorial was dismantled as
it fell in the ‘buffer zone’
negotiated with China during
the vacation of Kailash
Heights. That undisputed
Kailash Heights in Indian ter-
ritory had been made a buffer
zone is a revelation that the
Government never even
informed parliament. 
In the critical operational sit-
uation replete with vertical
and horizontal escalation that
developed at Kailash Heights
that critical night, no political
guidance had been provided
by CCS/RM/PM to Naravane
which became clear from his
conversation with Singh
urgently seeking orders. With
Naravane’s book and excerpts
embargoed for release, the
book may never materialise as
it showed the political direc-
tion of a war-like situation in
poor light. But Naravane will
know why he didn’t become
CDS even as critical Kailash
heights are lost for perpetuity.
In the election campaign, no
BJP leader has so far men-
tioned Galwan or Kailash
heights which were examples
of valorous use of force against
China as it could open a can
of worms. Keeping Naravane

out of the fray, the opposition
is attacking the Government
for losing 2000 sq km of land
as well as 26 of 65 patrolling
points. Campaigning in Pune
and speaking to the media on
12 April, Jaishankar empha-
sized “there was no encroach-
ment by China; it has not
occupied any of our land; but
the situation is sensitive, com-
petitive and challenging.” The
PM, HM and RM have all also
denied loss of territory.
In his interview with
Newsweek in response to a
question on China, PM Modi’s
terse reply was: “New Delhi
ties with Beijing are important
and the prolonged situation at
the border should be
addressed urgently, for peace
and tranquillity to be restored
and sustained at the borders”.
The Chinese welcomed the
statement adding sound and
stable ties were in common
interest. Restoring the LAC to
April 2020 as sought by India,
the Chinese will never do. It’s
tough to conceive of a com-
promise formula.
Consequently, the C word is
almost missing from the BJP
election discourse, cleverly
diverted to Nehru’s follies in
1962. But Naravane deserves
praise.

(The writer, a retired Major
General, was Commander,

IPKF South, Sri Lanka and a
founder member of the

Defence Planning Staff, cur-
rently the Integrated Defence

Staff. Views are personal)
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China has been gener-
ally missing from
election manifestoes
and campaigning so
far. Former Army

Chief Gen Naravane at a literary
festival in Ajmer recently called
China India’s primary threat
adding confrontation along LAC
was a good thing as it exposed
this ground reality that Delhi was
shy to admit. EAM S.Jaishankar
and especially Defence Secretary
Giridhar Armane have made
unkind references to Beijing.
In his book Four Stars of Destiny
Naravane has written extensive-
ly about the India-China con-
frontation which started under
his watch. It was a serious failure
of intelligence which allowed
the Chinese PLA to occupy near-
ly 2000 square km of territory on
the Indian side of LAC corre-
sponding to their 1956 claim line.
The avoidable tragedy at Galwan
and the refusal of the Chinese to
restore the status quo ante April
2020 even after 21 rounds of mil-
itary dialogue (the last round on
21 February) place India at a seri-
ous disadvantage. In 1998 India
gave China as the reason for con-
ducting nuclear tests which
incensed the Chinese, requiring
then foreign minister Jaswant
Singh to travel to Beijing to
“untie the knot”. I was witness to
the repair exercise in Beijing even
as then our Army was retaking
Tololing Heights, Kargil. Singh
had to say that China was not a
threat. Later then defence min-
ister George Fernades called
China the number one threat
though it was misreported as “
No 1 enemy”. This caused a
diplomatic furore as China is
acutely sensitive to being seen as
or worse a threat by any country.
The Government is careful in its
articulations on China as it hopes
to secure full disengagement
diplomatically. But the gloves
came off Feb /Mar. Jaishankar
speaking at the Raisina dialogue
said that China should not be
allowed to play mind -games to
counter which India must use
other means (implying US help)
to seek better equilibrium. His
comments came a day after
Armane at the INDUS-X
FORUM in Delhi unprecedent-
ly called Beijing a bully adding
“we expect our friend US will be
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