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T
he Godrej group, over its 127-year history, has developed a remarkably 
strong brand, by some estimates one of the 10 most recognised and 
valued in the country. It has grown the value of its products, particu-
larly in consumer-facing sectors over the past decades. But it has 

done so while struggling on internal coordination and institutionalisation of 
family control. In fact, there’s no real “Godrej group” as such, uniting its various 
enterprises. Efforts such as the creation of a family business board over a decade 
ago did not quite pan out. In India, as tight leadership from the early founders 
of a family-owned group gave way to multiple stakeholders with differing 
visions in subsequent generations, this has often been a recipe for disaster. 

However, the split in the Godrej family holdings that has just been announced 
— which is said to be an “ownership realignment” — seems to be a relatively 
low-impact and amicable manner of managing such disagreements. It seems 
that, by and large, the shareholders in the listed Godrej companies would avoid 
the wealth destruction that previous family disputes have caused. The various 
listed companies, including Godrej Consumer Products Ltd and Godrej Properties 
Ltd, will go to one side, run by the families of Adi and Nadir Godrej; their cousins 
Jamshyd Godrej and Smita Godrej Crishna will take Godrej Enterprises Group, 
dominated by the unlisted firm Godrej & Boyce. Many were interested, in par-
ticular, in how management of the vast land bank in Vikhroli that the latter con-
trols would pan out. This land, an over 3,000-acre parcel that has been in the 
family for almost a century, occupies an enviable position alongside the Eastern 
Express Highway in Mumbai. 

The family did not address the question of this land’s future directly in its 
main press release; however, another press release struck a calming note by 
insisting that Godrej & Boyce, as owner and developer, its subsidiary Godrej 
Construction, and Godrej Properties as the development manager and marketer, 
would continue to collaborate on the land. Not all the land is suitable for devel-
opment, but 1,000 acres of Mumbai land would be enough to cause fatal acrimony 
in most families. It appears, fortunately, that the Godrej family has avoided that. 
However, how this land will be developed — and whether the Adi Godrej side of 
the family has lost out in terms of controlling its value — remains to be seen. 
Given the size and environmental sensitivity of the land, as well as the scarcity 
of real estate in Mumbai, there are deep questions of trusteeship and stewardship 
at stake here that involve not just the family but also the people and government 
of the city. 

Extra value in any development of the land will come, in part, through trust 
in the Godrej brand name. The broader question, thus, is how both these separated 
entities — which will, apparently, continue to share the familiar Godrej brand 
and logo — can manage to retain the aura that the brand has acquired over the 
past century and more. In concrete terms, how will any one side manage situations 
in which it feels the other is diluting the shared brand value? In the absence of 
any clear institutional framework, this will come down to goodwill.

Unfavourable conditions
Workplace culture remains hostile for women

O
ne of the less publicised aspects of the post-Covid bounceback in busi-
ness around the world is the lack of progress in improving workplaces 
for women. This was the key message from consultancy firm Deloitte’s 
global Women@Work survey, 2024. The report talks of an “uncomfort-

able truth” — that women’s progress is stagnating both inside and outside the 
workplace. In particular, the transition to full-time work has resulted in difficult 
adjustments for women. The survey covered 5,000 women across 10 countries, 
including India, suggesting that the problem was more or less widespread. The 
root of the problem appears to be uncongenial workplace environments. Almost 
half the women reported higher stress levels than a year ago, only slightly lower 
than the 53 per cent in 2022, when workplaces started returning to normal, and 
about 40 per cent said they got mental health support from their employers, a 
statistic almost unchanged over the three-year period. A greater point of concern 
is the fact that only a third of women said they felt comfortable discussing their 
mental health with their employers, down from 43 per cent in 2022. A key related 
issue is the disproportionate burden that women bear of household responsibility. 
Between 40 and 50 per cent of the women surveyed said responsibilities for child 
care, domestic chores or caring for another adult devolved on them. 

The evidence of the survey suggests that corporate cultures are still perceived 
by women as fundamentally hostile. For instance, 95 per cent of women believed 
that taking advantage of flexible work arrangements would negatively impact 
career progression. Roughly a third reported being excluded from decision mak-
ing or interactions because of hybrid work arrangements and limited exposure 
to leaders. Nearly half of women remain concerned about workplace safety, and 
43 per cent said they experienced “non-inclusive behaviours” at work over the 
past year — the bulk of it in the form of micro-aggression rather than outright 
sexual harassment. That said, there were some positives that suggest the direction 
of cultural reform at corporations. Though a concerning 27 per cent of women 
said they did not feel comfortable speaking up on personal issues like periods, 
menopause or fertility, only 15 per cent said they thought speaking up would 
negatively impact their career progression, and 13 per cent said their company 
culture did not encourage such openness about these topics. 

It appears that more inclusive cultures remain in the minority. Deloitte 
identified a group of Gender Equality Leaders, organisations that, according to 
the women surveyed, created genuinely inclusive cultures. However, just six 
per cent of the women surveyed work for one of these organisations. Such organ-
isations reported high levels of loyalty — including in the form of being recom-
mended to other women — and their employees were likely to stay with them 
longer because they saw a path to career progression. The survey focused on 
the corporate workplace. The concern for India, however, is that the poor stan-
dards in office environments translate into even worse conditions on factory 
floors, where work cultures tend to be less sophisticated. But it is to the factory 
as much as to the white-collar office that India needs to encourage women to 
come. India’s unsafe and hostile factory environment is unlikely to achieve this 
unless these institutions change their cultures too.

Volume XXXI Number 13 

NEW DELHI | THURSDAY, 2 MAY 2024

The clouds of a potential debt crisis are threat-
ening to cast an ominous shadow over the 
global economic landscape. The International 

Monetary Fund’s (IMF) latest Fiscal Monitor (April 
2024) has flagged grave concerns. Even four years 
past the Covid-19 outbreak, fiscal deficits and debts 
remain elevated worldwide compared to pre-pan-
demic projections.   

The IMF’s latest Global Debt Monitor, which 
tracked data until December 2022, reported total 
global debt (private plus public) to have risen to $235 
trillion, equivalent to 238 per cent of the global gross 
domestic product (GDP) — a good 9 percentage point 
above its pre-Covid level, driven primarily by the 
mounting debts of economic powerhouses China 
and the US. Remarkably enough, 
China’s debt explosion, outpacing the 
rest of the emerging world, account-
ed for over half of the increase in 
global debt ratios since 2008 — a 
sobering statistic that underscores 
the gravity of the situation. 

The April Fiscal Monitor further 
highlights that fiscal prudence may 
take a back seat in 2024, the “Great 
Election Year,” when 88 economies, 
representing more than half of the 
world’s population, are scheduled to 
hold elections. Electoral compulsions leading to 
populist measures and profligate spending (to woo 
voters) could exacerbate deficits and debts globally, 
compounding the looming debt crisis and jeopar-
dising long-term economic stability.  

With the global economy settling into a new nor-
mal of lower potential growth and tighter monetary 
policy, the debt runup seems poised to regain fresh 
momentum. The ramifications of excessive debt are 
going to be far-reaching and potentially catastrophic.  

First, as interest rates remain elevated to combat 
lingering inflation, with the US federal funds rate 
now between 5.25 per cent and 5.5 per cent, its high-
est since 2007, the debt servicing cost will continue 
to spiral. Over the last decade, US interest payments 
have more than doubled, crossing $1 trillion in 2023, 
driven by a record $34 trillion debt on its account. 
In China, the debt-servicing burden is projected to 
increase by 7.8 per cent to a record 1.27 trillion yuan 
($177 billion) in 2024. Such massive debt overhang 

risks starting a vicious cycle of financial instability 
by straining government finances, corporate balance 
sheets, and household budgets, choking off credit 
and investment — the lifeblood of economic growth.  

Second, unsustainable debt levels will further wors-
en sovereign ratings in many countries and constrain 
governments’ ability to make productivity-enhancing 
public investments. For example, Moody’s rates Italy, 
sitting on a ^2.4 trillion debt pile (144 per cent of its 
GDP), just one notch above junk (investment) grade 
with a negative outlook. The debt burden has also left 
little fiscal space for public investments — so much 
so that Prime Minister Giorgia Meloni has embarked 
on a massive ^20 billion disinvestment plan for its 
national entities to avert economic stagnation. 

Third, overleveraged corporations 
will likely face heightened bankrupt-
cy risks as economic growth falters 
and borrowing costs escalate. US cor-
porate debt has surged to nearly 80 
per cent of GDP — double its level in 
the early 1990s. S&P Global forecasts 
default rates for below-investment-
grade bonds to reach 4.75 per cent by 
the end of 2024. Such a wave of insol-
vencies could trigger mass layoffs, 
depressed consumer spending, and 
a severe credit crunch, throttling US 

economic vitality with a global cascading effect. 
Fourth, at the household level, countries like 

Norway, Denmark and the Netherlands have wit-
nessed household debt soar past 225 per cent of their 
disposable income. Such precarious household 
finances portend drastic consumer spending cuts 
amidst job losses or higher borrowing costs, thereby 
stifling aggregate demand. 

Fifth, the debt crisis has also affected developing 
economies, accentuating their vulnerabilities. 
According to UNCTAD’s Trade and Development 
Report Update (April 2024), nine low- and middle-
income countries (LMICs) had fallen into debt dis-
tress, with an additional 25 on the brink. In many 
LMICs, public external debt payments are consum-
ing over a fifth of government revenues. A full-blown 
debt crisis in these vulnerable nations could reverse 
decades of progress on poverty, disease, education 
and development. 

Sixth, sovereign debt crises have proven to be a 

tinderbox for social unrest, conflicts and geopolitical 
frictions, disrupting trade and investment flows. 
The Greek debt crisis inflamed tensions in the 
Eurozone, while Sri Lanka’s debt default fanned vio-
lent protests that led to a constitutional crisis. Such 
a breakdown of global order imposes systemic risks 
far beyond any single nation’s finances. 

So what’s to be done? As the IMF rightly empha-
sises, piecemeal solutions won’t cut it anymore. We 
need a comprehensive, coordinated action plan to rein 
in the looming debt storm. For starters, governments 
— especially across the advanced economies — need 
to articulate binding multi-year fiscal consolidation 
road maps to restore debt sustainability over the medi-
um term. However, as Greece’s experience showed, 
indiscriminate austerity may be self-defeating. Fiscal 
reforms should focus on boosting long-term revenue 
streams and target unproductive expenditures. 

For corporations, deleveraging through retained 
earnings, asset sales, and tighter financial policies 
aligned with stringent risk management shall be cru-
cial. Regulators, too, must maintain a watchful eye, 
ensuring banks and shadow lenders build adequate 
capital buffers to absorb increased corporate defaults 
without transmitting shocks across the financial sys-
tem. For debt-distressed economies, timely and com-
prehensive debt restructuring is imperative. This 
shall require unprecedented coordination between 
creditors like China, multilateral lenders like the IMF 
and World Bank, and private sector bondholders. 
From maturity extensions to haircuts, all options 
must be pursued to restore fiscal sustainability. 

Finally, the global debt binge underscores an urgent 
need to reform the international financial architecture. 
Building deeper and more liquid capital markets, har-
monising cross-border bankruptcy regimes, and ade-
quately funding multilateral safety nets could go a 
long way in preventing and containing future debt 
crises. This gathering economic storm necessitates a 
response commensurate with its scale — a globally 
coordinated, multi-stakeholder action plan accom-
modating national constraints while upholding debt 
transparency, accountability and sustainability as core 
tenets of the policy responses. Further inaction and 
complacency risk unleashing the full destructive fury 
of the burgeoning debt crisis. The time to act is now. 

The writer is a professor at IIM Ranchi

The ominous shadow of global debt

Amicable Godrej split has a lot riding on it

Preserving a brand

In 1974, a bright young assistant col-
lector from the Indian 
Administrative Service (IAS) did 

something that, by his own admission, 
was not straightforward. He had 
topped the 1972 batch of IAS candi-
dates and reckoned that to enjoy the 
powers of a magistrate as part of his 
career advancement, he would need to 
preside over at least a dozen disputes 
that go through the process of argu-
ments and are not mutually settled 
leading to their withdrawal, also known 
as “contested disputes”. 

What worried him was that as his 

training period as an assistant collector 
was about to end, there were only ten 
such cases to his credit. He was desperate 
to preside over two more. A case with two 
men involved in a street brawl appeared 
to offer an opportunity. In the normal 
course, this would have been settled 
mutually. But then, the case would not 
count as one of the “contested” cases he 
needed for career progression.  

So he struck a deal with the lawyers in 
which they would argue the case, at the 
end of which the presiding officer would 
let off both men on the premise that no 
offence had been committed. It 
appeared to be a workable deal until 
conscience struck the young IAS officer. 
Breaking the understanding he had 
reached with the lawyers, he issued an 
order sentencing the accused to one 
month’s jail each. All hell broke loose. 
The matter was referred to his 
immediate boss, who ordered the officer 
to take that judgement off the record and 
rewrite it suitably. That episode offered a 

lesson on the limitations of his 
knowledge and powers as an IAS officer. 

About a year later, after the 
Emergency was imposed by Indira 
Gandhi, this officer, posted in a Naxalite-
infested district of Andhra Pradesh, 
decided to deliver justice in a way that 
displayed his “youthful arrogance and 
enthusiasm” and blinded him to the risks 
of disciplinary proceedings. He would 
employ a novel method to punish big 
farmers who would hold stocks of food 
grain over prescribed limits. Since many 
of them would exploit loopholes in the 
judicial system and get stocks released in 
no time, he decided to ask these farmers 
to donate a significant amount to the 
Prime Minister’s Relief Fund and be let 
off the hook in return. This method was 
neither right nor legal and it was sheer 
good luck that he was not hauled up by 
higher authorities in government. 

Many such riveting anecdotes that 
bring to light the questions, doubts and 
dilemmas that a civil servant faces have 

been recounted in this book. Its author 
is a well-regarded civil servant, who rose 
to become the finance secretary at the 
Centre and later served a five-year term 
as the governor of the Reserve Bank of 
India (RBI). It requires courage and 
candour to confess to such injudicious 
acts at the start of 
one’s career. Few civil 
servants would make 
such disclosures. But 
Duvvuri Subbarao is 
an exception. His 
ability to look at 
himself and his work 
dispassionately and 
often in a self-
deprecating manner 
makes his account 
refreshing apart from offering insights 
into how governments really function 
in India at various levels. His account of 
how his final interview for the IAS 
examination, which was nothing short 
of a disaster, is also an example of how 
Dr Subbarao can laugh at himself. 

This approach fits well with the 
objective that the author set for himself. 
Dr Subbarao describes the book not as a 

memoir, but a collection of notes from 
his life and career. In the process, it 
stands apart from his earlier book, Who 
Moved My Interest Rate?  which was an 
autobiographical account of his stint as 
RBI governor. 

The structure of this book is different. 
In short sections, he 
summarises how he 
spent the first day 
and the last day as an 
IAS officer and also as 
RBI governor. He is an 
excellent storyteller. 
The drama and 
suspense he creates 
while recounting how 
he got to know of his 
success at the civil 

services examination or how he failed to 
keep the rupee stable in spite of raising 
the interest rate by one percentage 
point will make many an accomplished 
writer envious. His account of how he 
had to deal with N T Rama Rao, then 
Andhra Pradesh’s chief minister, is a 
lesson on governance challenges for a 
civil servant. 

The last section written as a letter to 

his mother provides a peek not only 
into his close personal equation with 
his parents but also into how they 
helped build his value system. 
However, the short insets on a wide 
range of issues often disrupt the 
narrative. Perhaps they could have 
been made part of the larger storyline. 

Those who have read Who Moved My 
Interest Rate? may not find anything 
substantially new in the short sections 
on his days as a central bank chief. This 
is understandable. But his account of 
stint as finance secretary is lively and 
informative. His stance on the idea of a 
“presumptive loss” of revenue in the 
grant of telecom licences, also known as 
the 2G scam, is a revelation of how two 
senior IAS officers could take a different 
view on how and why a government 
could accept a revenue loss and under 
what circumstances. What the reader 
will miss is how as the finance secretary 
he dealt with INX Media’s controversial 
investment plan. But even without that 
account, this book is a delightful read, 
providing a deeper understanding of a 
sensitive person with a clear sense of 
what is right and what could be wrong.

Dr Subbarao’s book of revelations
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The Indian automobile industry is poised for 
disruption with the large-scale entry of 
Chinese auto firms, especially in the electric 

mobility sector. These changes will affect the fortunes 
of existing automakers, as well as jobs and imports.  

In the next few years, Chinese companies could 
make one in every three electric vehicles (EVs), along 
with numerous passenger and commercial vehicles on 
Indian roads, either directly or through joint ventures 
(JVs) with Indian firms. Just one JV between SAIC 
Motors (owner of the MG brand) and India’s JSW Group 
aims to sell over 1 million new energy vehicles by 2030. 
The JV wants to recreate the “Maruti Suzuki moment”  
of the 1980s that revolutionised the Indian auto sector. 

SAIC Motors is one of the “Big Four” state-owned 
Chinese automakers. In 2007, SAIC 
Motors acquired British car maker 
MG Rover’s assets after it went 
bankrupt. It uses a plant in Halol, 
Gujarat, previously owned by 
General Motors, to produce vehicles 
like the Hector and the ZS EV for 
the Indian market.  

SAIC Motors is not alone. 
Chinese car company BYD (Build 
Your Dreams) Auto sells a range of 
electric vehicles in India, as well as 
buses, trucks, cars, and sports utility 
vehicles (SUVs). BYD entered the commercial vehicle 
sector independently and through a partnership 
with Megha Engineering under the Olectra brand. 
Recently, BYD has also started importing ready-to-
drive cars in completely-built-unit (CBU) form. 
Similarly, Volvo cars are also being imported from 
China in completely-knocked-down (CKD) kits.  

Chinese companies like Changan Automobile, 
JinkoSolar, and several bus and truck manufacturers, 
including Zhongtong Bus and Foton Motor, contribute 
to China’s automotive presence in India. Additionally, 
several others like Great Wall Motors and Haima 
Automobile are looking to enter the Indian market. 
Moreover, e-rickshaws and two-wheelers on Indian 

roads are made using Chinese parts.  
India provides much-needed relief for Chinese 

firms. China’s EV exports to the European Union and 
the United States are declining due to anti-subsidy 
probes and increased trade restrictions on the export 
of subsidised cars and EV batteries from China.  
Indian auto industry’s impressive credentials: The 
sector is the largest industrial ecosystem in India, 
accounting for over one-third of the country’s manu-
facturing gross domestic product (GDP) and providing 
20 million direct and indirect jobs.  

India is the fourth-largest car producer in the world, 
after China, Japan, and the US, having produced 4.6 
million cars in 2023. It ranks tenth in car exports with 
a 2.4 per cent global share. The turnover of India’s auto 

and auto component industry exceed-
ed  $150 billion in FY23. The export 
figures were significant, with automo-
biles at $8.7 billion, two-wheelers at 
$2.8 billion, and auto components at 
$7.3 billion.  

The Indian auto sector took a leap 
in the early 1980s with a JV between 
the Indian Maruti Udyog Limited and 
the Japanese Suzuki Corporation. 
Japanese technology and India’s 
expertise in casting, forging, and fab-
rication enhanced the domestic auto 

sector’s productivity by 250 per cent over the next 20 
years and set it on a high growth path.  

Subsequently, three government decisions shaped 
the industry: The imposition of high import tariffs 
ranging from 70-125 per cent on completely built 
cars and motorcycles, but a low 7.5-10 per cent tariff 
on parts and components to allow the import of 
inputs; not cutting tariffs under the free-trade agree-
ments or FTAs; and allowing up to 100 per cent for-
eign direct investment through the automatic route.  

While high import tariffs sheltered firms oper-
ating in India from external competition, the pres-
ence of many top global firms making cars in India 
ensured intense internal competition.   

Many experts question the rationale of high tariffs. 
The example of the Australian auto industry, however, 
suggests an unwelcome outcome of tariff cuts. In 1987, 
Australia produced 89 per cent of the cars it used, 
protected by a high 45 per cent import duty. However, 
as Australia gradually reduced these tariffs, the pro-
portion of locally produced vehicles decreased. Today, 
with import tariffs at just 5 per cent, Australia imports 
nearly all of its cars. Major manufacturers like Nissan, 
Ford, General Motors, Toyota, and Mitsubishi, which 
once produced vehicles in Australia, have since closed 
their operations there. 

The growth of the Indian automobile industry is 
assured due to the low number of cars per person; 
only 22 out of 1,000 Indians own a car, compared to 
980 in the US and 164 in China. Rising purchasing 
power, increasing urbanisation, and government 
initiatives also help. These are the key reasons for 
global automakers' interest in India. 
Current industry structure: About 70 per cent of 
India’s passenger cars are made by companies con-
trolled by foreign firms like Suzuki, Hyundai, Kia, 
Toyota, Honda, Ford, Skoda, Renault, Nissan, and 
Mercedes. Key Indian firms are Tata Motors and 
Mahindra & Mahindra. Emerging players in the EV 
space, like Ola Electric and Ather Energy, are making 
their mark.  

The entry of top Chinese firms into the Indian 
market will surely eat into the share of Japanese, 
Korean, and European firms. They will also impact 
the domestic auto/EV manufacturers, firms working 
in the EV value chain space, and battery development.  

Nearly a quarter of India’s auto component imports 
come from China. India’s dependence on China will 
increase sharply as more Chinese firms making cars in 
India import most parts and components from China. 

The government has reduced the import duty on 
electric vehicles with a minimum value of $35,000 
from 70-100 per cent to 15 per cent. Concessional 
duty imports can be made only by original equipment 
manufacturers (OEMs) that commit a minimum 
investment of $500 million to set up local manufac-
turing within a three-year period. Such OEMs can 
import up to 40,000 vehicles over a five-year period.  

Such tariff cuts will benefit Chinese manufactur-
ers directly or indirectly, as they are the dominant 
suppliers of EVs and batteries. Supply chain depen-
dence on China will sharply increase even when non-
Chinese companies (Tesla, Vinfast) set shop in India. 

Recommendations: The government must pro-
mote investments in R&D on the next generation of 
battery technology instead of subsidising EVs on the 
road. The import intensity of EVs exceeds 70-90 per 
cent, and most imports, including batteries, are from 
China. With over 70 per cent of power being generated 
from coal, EVs will not be green enough in India.  

India needs to think strategically and long-term. 
Automobile associations, caught between the com-
peting interests of foreign and Indian car makers 
and import supporters, might not be effective in 
guiding the industry’s direction. 

The writer is the founder of Global Trade Research Initiative 
(www.gtri.co.in)

A Chinese invasion of 
the auto landscape
As seen in Australia, tariff cuts may have an unwelcome 
outcome for domestic car makers

AJAY SRIVASTAVA
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the global epidemic it has in recent years.
In a chilling chart, the JPMorgan report 

shows that in the decade from 2010, opioid 
use in the US rocketed, inversely tracking 
the loss of manufacturing jobs there. “A total 
of 5.7 million factory jobs (in the US) were 
lost from 2000 to 2010—nearly 10 times 
more than during the previous 30 years, 
from 1970 to 2000.” The political climate in 
the developed world will no longer allow 
China to export its way out of the economic 
doldrums, heightening the risk of massive 
overcapacity in future-focused industries.

By comparison, India’s industrial policy 
seems a familiar tale of too little, too… er, too 
little of it thought-through, actually. It is hard 
to categorize a subsidy scheme for textiles or 
white goods as ‘strategic’ when the sensible 
thing would have been to sign free trade 
agreements with the EU years ago to allow 
our garment exporters to compete on a level 
field. Mint reported recently that imports 
from China grew from $70.3 billion in 
2018-19 to $101.75 billion in 2023-24. Are we 
really weaning ourselves off Chinese exports? 
As an IMF report notes, well designed poli-
cies to improve the business environment 
would have been better than targeted gov-
ernment interventions that carry the risk of 
resources being misallocated.

tery cells, electric cars, wind turbines or solar 
panels, US efforts seem better aimed. 
Improving its creaky infrastructure and mak-
ing semiconductor chips are worthy goals, 
especially given the real danger of Beijing 
invading Taiwan, which dominates global 
chip production. The risk for the US is that 
these initiatives might over-stimulate its 
economy and keep interest rates high. For 
Beijing, it is larger still—public debt could 
rise to unsupportable levels.

Beijing’s industrial policy dividends have 
been impressive thus far. The Rhodium 
group estimated that in 2020, China’s spend-
ing on science and technology was 2.8%. The 
Economist in April quoted the Australian Pol-
icy Institute’s list of 64 “critical” technologies 
and said that China leads the world “in all but 
11.” The list suggests China leads in 5G and 6G 
telecom, drones, radar and robotics. At many 
levels, China is a serial overachiever. The 
same article pointed to an index published by 
the World Intellectual Property Organisation 
that uses yardsticks such as infrastructure, 
patent awards and citations. “A middle-in-
come country with China’s GDP would 
expect to rank in the 60s. China ranks 12th.”

So far, so impressive—if occasionally so 
gullible. There have been questions raised 
about the Chinese race to publish intellec-

T
he scale of investment by the world’s 
two superpowers as they conduct a 
proxy war through aggressive indus-

trial policies is epic. Given the opaque nature 
of China’s Communist Party government, the 
most cited estimate is that even five years ago, 
China was spending 1.7% of GDP on  industri-
al-policy projects. That ratio has surely gone 
up since. This January, the government 
expanded its goals to include an emphasis on 
“photonic computing, brain-computer inter-
faces, nuclear fusion,” according to The Econ-
omist, and in a classic Beijing micro-manage-
ment mandate, decreed that research insti-
tutes “spend more than half of their basic 
funding on scientists under 35 years of age.”

The US spends less than China as a propor-
tion of GDP, but a JPMorgan report last year 
estimated that the three bills passed in 
2021-22 with industrial policy aims would 
lead to investment of $2.4 trillion.

Some find it fashionable to credit China’s 
leaders with omniscience, but despite 
China’s lead in, say, manufacturing large bat-

bring forth a generation of problem-
solvers who understand the intercon-
nected nature of societal challenges and 
are able to contribute meaningfully to 
policymaking processes.

Education does not end with gradua-
tion. Executive programmes on public 
policy matters should be made available 
to working professionals across diverse 
sectors. Many of the most pressing pol-
icy issues—from urban planning and 
environmental protection to healthcare 
and education—have become ubiqui-
tous concerns in the workplace. By 
offering executive-level programmes, 
workshops and short courses, we can 
equip professionals with the knowledge 
to navigate these complex challenges, 
ultimately improving the quality of 
decision-making and service delivery.

It is not obvious but important to 
recognize that public-policy education 
can also play a key role in empowering 
the country’s entrepreneurs. Too often, 
budding business aspirants become so 
sharply focused on developing products 
or services that they fail to adequately 
consider the domestic and international 
regulations that can significantly 
impact their operations. Many owners 
of startups only realize the importance 
of public policy when they encounter 
unexpected legal or bureaucratic hur-
dles that threaten the viability of their 
ventures. By integrating public policy 
curricula into entrepreneurship pro-
grammes and offering specialized 
courses for business founders, we can 
equip the next generation of business 
leaders with a deeper understanding of 
the policymaking landscape. 

This will not only help entrepreneurs 
navigate the complexities of regulation 
and compliance, but also enable them to 
become active advocates of policy 
reforms that support innovation and 
the growth of small businesses. As India 
positions itself as a global hub for entre-
preneurship, public-policy education 
could become instrumental in fostering 
a thriving, informed and resilient 
startup ecosystem.

Public policy is a fascinating subject. 
The pedagogy should leverage innova-
tive delivery formats, such as immersive 
travel programmes, hybrid models for 
working professionals and intensive 
summer schools. These alternative 
models can provide learners with 
hands-on experience, exposure to 
diverse perspectives and opportunities 
for collaborative problem-solving, all of 
which are crucial for developing a 
nuanced understanding of public 
policy. Through immersive learning, 
learners can engage with a wide range 
of experts from policymakers and civil 
society leaders to academics and social 
entrepreneurs. This multidisciplinary 
approach will not only deepen their 
knowledge, but also foster a network of 
like-minded individuals who can share 
ideas and work together long after the 
academic programme has ended.

The ultimate goal of re-imagined 
public policy education should be to 
create a more informed, engaged and 
empowered citizenry. When people 
from all walks of life have a deeper 
understanding of the policymaking 
process and the ways in which they can 
influence it, they become more invested 
in the well-being of their communities 
and the country as a whole.

Moreover, by exposing a diverse pool 
of talented individuals to the challenges 
and complexities of public service, such 
programmes can help create a robust 
pipeline of future leaders for the public 
sector. Local governments, state agen-
cies and national ministries could tap 
this talent pool, attracting the brightest 
minds to tackle the country’s most 
pressing issues.

In a time of rapid change and rising 
uncertainty, India needs a public-policy 
ecosystem that is responsive and capa-
ble of addressing the unique needs of its 
people. By rethinking the way we 
approach public-policy education, 
we can encourage a new generation of 
engaged citizens and policy entrepre-
neurs to help us collectively shape a 
brighter future for the nation.

I
ndia’s rapid economic growth and 
increasingly complex social and pub-
lic challenges underscore the need 

for robust public-policy education. 
However, public policy programmes fall 
short of adequately preparing the next 
generation of policymakers, civil ser-
vants and engaged citizens.

Traditionally, public policy education 
in India has been confined to post-grad-
uate degree programmes, often offered 
in isolation from the real-world com-
plexities that policymakers face. These 
programmes focus on theoretical 
frameworks and case studies from the 
West, without addressing the unique 
social, cultural and political dynamics 
that shape policy challenges in India.

To truly empower the country’s citi-
zens and public sector, public-policy 
education must evolve to become more 
accessible, practical and contextually 
relevant. This means expanding the 
avenues through which people can 
engage with public policy beyond the 
traditional degree programme format.

To begin with, public-policy educa-
tion should be integrated into the cur-
riculum of undergraduate and post-
graduate programmes across all disci-
plines. Even students pursuing degrees 
in engineering, business or arts should 
be exposed to the basics of public pol-
icy, systems thinking and the role of cit-
izens in shaping their communities. 
This cross-pollination of ideas will help 

A wider and better understanding of India’s challenges could improve our policymaking processes 

We are in a frantic race for post-industrial dominance
RAHUL JACOB

N
ew Know-Your-Customer (KYC) 
regulations effective from 1 April 
have sent many investors into a 
tizzy, as they find their accounts 
locked for failing to meet yet 
another demand by authorities 

for verifiable data to establish their identities. 
Yes, we had a fresh round of KYC compliance. 
Under revised rules, holders of securities regu-
lated by the Securities and Exchange Board of 
India (Sebi) had to validate their email IDs in 
addition to phone and Aadhaar numbers, the 
latter duly linked with PAN cards issued for tax-
ation. Past KYC okays obtained with utility bills 
or bank documents were left invalid by this 
exercise. As the number of people affected by 
the lock-out is substantial, this is large-scale dis-
ruption. According to a joint release by India’s 
five KYC registration agencies (KRAs), as many 
as 12% of the over 108 million investor accounts 
under Sebi’s oversight have been put “on hold.” 
These can no longer be operated by investors, 
as their KYC data was found to have gaps. As a 
result, they can neither invest further at these 
windows, nor withdraw funds for any exigency. 
Even if it is temporary, it’s harsh. By and large, 
we can assume these are their own reserves—
assets acquired with hard-earned and tax-paid 
money—that they have been barred from. That 
too, with less than fair notice, as the high lock-
out proportion indicates. So many accounts 
cannot all be fraudulent, surely.

With scarce information on what exactly 
went wrong, locked-out investors have fumbled 
around to figure out how to rectify the situation. 
To be sure, KYC rules are necessary. Equity and 
mutual fund (MF) holdings must not end up in 
the wrong hands. Fake accounts need to be 
nabbed and asset fraud stamped out. Our digital 

identity system, which hosts biometric details, 
is designed to aid this endeavour. To the extent 
tax authorities need to check tax evasion, the 
PAN link could be justified too. But coercive 
action of this sort is best avoided. Rather than a 
shuttering, even if done only after repeated 
deadline extensions, a gentle policy nudge may 
have achieved the purpose. Accounts that lack a 
KYC update could have been slapped with an 
extra fee, for example, the payment call of 
which would have shaken asset holders into 
action. This would especially have been of help 
to elderly investors, many of whom are neither 
tech-savvy nor attuned to regulatory shifts 
and find it difficult to keep up with frequent 
resets of the maze that online validation is.

Given the puzzle that KYC can be for so many 
of us, a better approach would be for the onus 
to be shared more widely. Not just KRAs, which 
have helplines, even companies should make a 
greater effort to ensure law-abiding investors 
do not get barred from their holdings just for 
KYC neglect. In the case of MF investors, for 
instance, fund houses should take it upon them-
selves to see that people’s folios are compliant. 
Similarly, publicly listed companies should dis-
play the grace to keep all their shareholders in 
the loop of changes that have a bearing on their 
ownership status, guide them on what exactly is 
needed, and work with them to get the requisite 
updates done. These guidance efforts need to 
go well beyond the mass despatch of confusing 
and perfunctory messages that are dense with 
jargon. Regardless of how tiny the stakes of 
investors in these companies are, they happen 
to be part-owners, after all, and deserve the 
courtesy of a proper heads-up—via personal 
engagement over the phone, if it comes to that. 
Asset ownership must not be taken lightly.

KYC jinx: Shareholders 
deserve better than this
It’s unfortunate that so many investor accounts have been put ‘on hold’ for identity data gaps. 

Yes, compliance matters. But companies and mutual funds could have put up a better show
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News of the latest taper
in the pace of monthly

bond buying by the US 
Federal Reserve was barely 
noticed by investors, policy 
makers and newspapers in 
India. Compare that with 
the panic that set in when 
Ben Bernanke first hinted 
around a year ago that the 
US central bank would be-
gin to exit its extraordinary 
monetary policy, or quanti-
tative easing.

The Fed will cut its bond
buying by another $10 bil-
lion in May—despite latest 
data showing how US eco-
nomic growth was flat in 
the first three months of 
2014. This means policy-
makers in that country be-
lieve that the growth stutter 
was more due to the unu-
sually cold weather this 
year rather than any un-
derlying weakness in eco-
nomic activity.

It seems by current 
trends that the US Fed will 
stop expanding its bloated 
balance sheet by Decem-
ber. The next year could 
even see the first moves to 
push up interest rates. Will 
the transition be as pain-
less as many in the finan-
cial markets now seem to 
believe?

QUICK EDIT

Taper 
priced in?

EXECUTIVE REDESIGNATION

Maruti strips 
three COOs 
of powers

B Y  A M R I T  R A J
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NEW DELHI

India’s largest car maker by
market share, Maruti Suzu-
ki India Ltd, has stripped

three chief operating officers
(COOs) of their executive pow-
ers, according to three people
familiar with the matter. Two
of the executives were in
charge during the labour strike
that led to an outbreak of vio-
lence at its Manesar plant in
2012.

An order to this effect was is-
sued on Wednesday, said the
people, none of whom wished
to be identified.

The three executives
stripped of their powers are
S.Y. Siddiqui, the COO in
charge of human resources, le-
gal affairs, finance, adminis-
tration, and information tech-
nology; COO (production)
M.M. Singh, and COO (supply
chain) S. Maitra. In their new
roles, the three officials will be
“chief mentors”.

Another Indian in a senior
role, Mayank Pareek, COO of
marketing and sales, has been
promoted as senior executive
officer.

A Maruti spokesperson de-
clined to comment. Maruti
chairman R.C. Bhargava could
not be reached for comment.
Siddiqui, Singh and Maitra did
not respond to phone calls
made or text messages sent to
their mobile phone on Thurs-
day evening. Mint has not re-
viewed a copy of the order.

Senior executives in Maruti
have typically been given two
designations, one along the
lines followed by the Japanese
parent, and another along
more commonly prevailing
lines across organizations.

For instance, the COOs were
also designated senior manag-
ing executive officer or manag-
ing executive officer. These
designations have now been
scrapped, said one of the three
people familiar with the mat-
ter. This person added that the
roles of chief mentors were yet
to be defined. “It is also not
clear who will head these de-
partments now,” he said.

The three affected execu-
tives were the senior-most In-

dians in the company besides
Bhargava, who is non-execu-
tive chairman.

This is the second move by
Suzuki Motor Corp., the Japa-
nese parent of Maruti, to tight-
en its grip over the Indian sub-
sidiary. 

In April 2013, Mint reported
that Suzuki was deputing two
Japanese officials to keep a
close watch on the plant and
production activities in the
company.

Toshiaki Hasuike was
named joint managing director
of Maruti while Toshio Ozawa
was brought in as an adviser
for human resource activities.

These changes redefined
and limited the roles of senior
executives at Maruti including
Singh, Siddiqui, and Maitra.

While Singh and Maitra were
directly reporting to the joint
managing director, Siddiqui
was working in close collabo-
ration with the human re-
source adviser.

Maruti is also headed by a
Japanese, Kenichi Ayukawa,
who is managing director and
chief executive.

In 2012, production at Maru-
ti’s Manesar plant, in Haryana,
was disrupted by mob violence
that left a senior human re-
source manager dead. The in-
cident was followed by a
month-long lockout. Prior to
the violence, the workers had
gone on strike to press for a
wage hike and other perks.
Later, Maruti suspended at
least 550 workers allegedly in-
volved in the violence.

Singh and Siddiqui were in
charge at the Manesar plant at
the time the violence took
place.

The second and third per-
sons familiar with the matter
said it was possible that the
changes had been made with
the objective of inducting
more Japanese executives,
putting a younger leadership
team in place, or simply pun-
ishing some of the executives
in charge during the Manesar
incident.

The first executive added
that Maruti has also seen some
changes in the middle man-
agement structure so as to “re-
align the Indian organization
with the Japanese parent”.

India has been driving Suzu-
ki’s growth, with Maruti con-
tributing 40% of the parent’s
net profit. 

In contrast, Suzuki has
pulled out of the US market
and its sales in Europe and Ja-
pan have suffered. In the last
fiscal, the company’s car sales
grew 0.25% to 1.05 million
units in the domestic market.

The executives, two of 
whom were in charge 
at Manesar during 2012 
labour strike, will now 
be ‘chief mentors’

Multiples PE 
plans to raise 
new $500 
million fund
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Renuka Ramnath’s Multiples
Alternate Asset Manage-

ment Pvt. Ltd is looking to raise a
new fund with a corpus of about
$500 million, a senior official at
the firm said. This will be the
second fund raised by Multiples
since its inception in 2009.

So far, Multiples has invested
about 71% of the $405 million it
raised in its maiden fund in 2010.
Multiples has a diversified port-
folio, which includes invest-
ments in South Indian Bank Ltd,
film exhibitor PVR Ltd, Indian 
Energy Exchange Ltd and Chola-
mandalam Investment and Fi-
nance Company Ltd, among oth-
ers.

“The second fund will also be
sector-agnostic. The firm is ex-
ploring investment opportuni-
ties in the information technolo-
gy and restaurants space active-
ly,” Prakash Nene, managing di-
rector and chief financial officer
at Multiples, said. Nene added
that Multiples will also explore
opportunities in consumer busi-
nesses. “We have been evaluat-
ing quite a few deals in the food
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Year-on-year change, in %
SALES IN

APRIL 

Maruti Suzuki

Hyundai 

Mahindra 

Honda Cars 

General Motors 

Toyota

Ford India

Hero MotoCorp

Honda Motorcycle

Yamaha

Mahindra 2-Wheelers 

-12.6

8.8

-13

30

-35

-16

66

14

21

42

177

CARS

TWO-WHEELERS

79,119

35,248

18,148

11,040

5,302

7,562

6,651

571,054

313,942

51,158

14,896

Source: Companies

TEPID AUTO SALES IN APRIL
Auto sales showed few signs of recovery in April as high inflation continued 
to deter buyers despite discounts, according to monthly sales data released 
on Thursday by car and two-wheeler manufacturers. See Page 8
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Manoj Vaish has resigned
as the managing director

and chief executive officer of
Multi Commodity Exchange of
India Ltd (MCX) after just
three months on the job—the
latest departure in an execu-
tive exodus that comes at a
time when parent Financial
Technologies (India) Ltd
(FTIL) is under mounting reg-
ulatory pressure to pare its
stake in the exchange from
26% to 2%.

Vaish has resigned on health
grounds, MCX said in a state-
ment on Thursday. He will
work with the board to ensure
a smooth transition, the com-
pany said. Vaish did not re-
spond to a text message sent
on his mobile phone.

His exit follows a string of
departures by senior execu-
tives since the start of 2014 , af-
ter the commodities market
regulator Forward Markets
Commission (FMC) in Decem-
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Manoj Vaish 
quits as MD, 
CEO of MCX

EXPANSION PLANS

As Jindal brothers’ businesses 
overlap, competition rises
B Y  R U C H I R A  S I N G H  &  

R A V I  K R I S H N A N

·························
MUMBAI

In the 16 years since the late
O.P. Jindal divided his iron

and steel business among his
four sons, Sajjan Jindal and
Naveen Jindal have plotted
their own individual paths to
the top of the industry. 

Sajjan Jindal, at 54 the eldest
of the sons, followed a high-
speed expansionary strategy
while Naveen Jindal, at 44 the
youngest and clearly the more
conservative of the two, chose
to tie up his raw material sup-
plies before proceeding with
growth plans.

But as the two Jindal empires
grow, their paths are crossing
more often, often pitting the
brothers against  each other,
but also raising the bar on
competitiveness and perform-
ance across the entire steel sec-
tor.

Now, Sajjan Jindal’s JSW
Steel Ltd and Naveen Jindal’s
Jindal Steel and Power Ltd
(JSPL) are in competing talks to
buy parts of the insolvent Ital-
ian steelmaker Lucchini SpA,
Reuters reported on Wednes-
day, citing unnamed people. 

Whoever succeeds will gain a
foothold in Europe, where Tata

Steel Ltd has a big presence af-
ter its 2007 acquisition of An-
glo-Dutch steelmaker Corus
Group Plc.   

The bid for Lucchini comes
soon after the brothers made
similar competing bids for UK
steel trader Stemcor Holdings
Ltd’s Indian assets, a 4 million
tonne (mt) pellet plant and two
mines in Odisha. 

Both the Italian and Indian
assets are fraught with risk—
Lucchini has a blast furnace
that has been closed because of
environmental issues. In Odis-
ha, companies including Stem-
cor face the risk of a potential
Supreme Court ban on mining;
the apex court is hearing a case
related to illegal mining and
environmental violations by
miners in the eastern state.

Yet, in their race for rapid
growth,  both brothers have
been willing to take risks. 

Sajjan Jindal and Naveen Jin-
dal have taken competing posi-
tions on other fronts as well. 

In the last few months, they
have launched media cam-
paigns on opposite sides of a
duty hike debate. In January,
the newly formed Pellet Manu-
facturers’ Association of India,
of which JSPL is a part, wrote to
the media, campaigning for a
removal of the 5% export duty
on iron ore pellets imposed a
day earlier. Pellets are proc-
essed tablets of iron ore that
can be used as raw material for
steel making.

That’s not surprising. JSPL has
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Marked contrast: While Sajjan Jindal (left) has followed a highspeed 
expansionary strategy, Naveen Jindal chose to tie up his raw material 
supplies before proceeding with growth plans.
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My mantra about everything 
that has to do with public 

policy is: identify and reject 
the false choice.

KAMALA HARRIS

is a Mint columnist and a 

former Financial Times foreign 

correspondent.
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Bloomberg estimated that at the end of 
2022, property developers owed $2.5 trillion 
while local government financing vehicles 
owed $13 trillion. This is a debt problem on 
the scale of Japan’s after its bubble burst in 
the early 1990s, but with less capable macro-
economic management. The FT reported 

recently that directives 
from the State Council to 10 
highly indebted provinces 
and two large cities barred 
them from building more 
highways and government 
buildings. Banks have been 
directed to lend to high-
profile manufacturing pro-
jects instead that President 
Xi has clunkily called “new 
quality productive forces.”

Even economic experts 
are voicing concern, which 
takes special courage in 
Xi’s China. The truth is that 

we have seen this movie before. Earlier ver-
sions starred China taking advantage of its 
2001 accession to the World Trade Organi-
zation (and the world’s naivete) to dump 
products in markets abroad because large-
scale subsidies had been part of its game-
plan well before industrial policy became 

tual property papers, for example, and the 
country is yet to build gigantic chip manu-
facturers such as Taiwan’s TSMC.

The real challenge, though, is that Presi-
dent Xi Jinping’s China has kept investment 
as a proportion of GDP at above 40%, a dis-
torted-reality view of economics, while 
effectively suppressing 
domestic household con-
sumption. Gross capital 
formation in China is 
43.3% of GDP. By compari-
son, the OECD average is 
just 23.7%.

It is becoming harder to 
argue for Chinese excep-
tionalism in fiscal manage-
ment. Xi seems keen to 
emulate the Soviet Union’s 
late Nikita Khruschev in 
his threats aimed at the US 
in the context of a post-in-
dustrial race for the future. 
But the backdrop of a housing bubble deflat-
ing and impoverished local governments—
an integral part of China’s alternately 
impressive and wasteful infrastructure roll-
out of the past couple of decades—hurtling 
towards de facto bankruptcy would make 
these grand plans difficult to achieve. 

Industrial policy 

is playing a role 

that’s subject 

to the risk of 

resources being 

misallocated by 

policymakers 

Public policy education in India 
deserves much greater attention

SURESH PRABHU & 
SHOBHIT MATHUR
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University. 



LIVEMINT.COM
VIEWS ThursDay, 2 May 2024

New DelhI 13

T
emperatures continue to hit new highs 
every subsequent year. In its March 
2024 update, the World Meteorologi-
cal Organisation’s (WMO) annual State 
of the Global Climate report confirmed 
that 2023 was the warmest year on 

record, with the global average near-surface tem-
perature at 1.45° Celsius above the pre-industrial 
baseline. Add to this, it was the warmest 10-year 
period on record. The agency added that the 
2023-24 El Niño had peaked, but was still one of 
the five strongest on record. While the weather 
pattern was gradually weakening, it will continue 
to impact global climate, with above-normal tem-
peratures predicted over almost all land areas 
between March and May this year.

The India Meteorological Department recently 
predicted that above-normal temperatures are 
likely to prevail over most parts of the country 
during the 2024 hot weather season (April to 
June), except some parts of east, northeast and 
northwest India. In official parlance, a heatwave is 
recorded if the maximum temperature of a station 
reaches at least 40° Celsius for plains and 30° Cel-
sius or more for hilly regions. A departure from 
normal in the range of 4.5-6.4° Celsius is viewed as 
a heatwave, while anything more than 6.4° Celsius 
above the norm is termed a ‘severe’ state.

Bolster defences: Indian authorities have taken 
proactive measures to mitigate the impact of heat. 
For instance, power ministry officials have held 
reviews on ensuring uninterrupted power availa-
bility in cooperation with counterparts like India’s 
coal and railway departments. Coal stocks have 
also been built up to meet peak demand, which is 
likely to be higher this year than experienced in 
past summer months. The ministry has projected 
260GW peak power demand in the second quarter 
of 2024, higher than the record set by the third 
quarter of 2023. Despite greater installed capacity 
for renewable energy, the country’s base load is 
still fossil-fuel heavy.

Concurrently, a two-decade long emergency 
provision has also been invoked that will require 
idle gas-fired power stations (left unused due to 
commercial concerns) to operate through May and 
June to meet an increase in electricity demand and 
prevent shortages akin to 2022. Earlier, an emer-
gency rule for coal imports was invoked; it was sup-
posed to be in force till June, but will now run 
through the end of the third quarter. Lastly, regu-
lar maintenance of power plants will be deferred to 
the monsoon period and new capacity additions 
will be fast-tracked. The general elections under-
way will span May, with results due on 4 June.

Economic impact: The economic impact of heat 
is likely to be the most telling on perishable crops—
especially vegetables beyond the T(omato) O(nion) 
P(otato) three—and food-led inflation, aggravating 
the seasonal increase in prices during summer, 

apart from on public health. The zaid season—i.e., 
the period between rabi and kharif—covers short-
duration crops, including some vegetables, fruits 
and fodder. While the impact on rabi crops is likely 
to be limited, as harvesting is already underway, 
daily data shows that select vegetable prices have 
risen, impacted by inadequate cold-chain infra-
structure and the fallout on standing crops.

Food has already punched above its weight in 
the past 7-8 months, with vegetable inflation 
unlikely to materially recede from the prevailing 
28% year-on-year pace. Notably, costs did not cor-
rect to the extent expected during winter, with 
high temperatures now likely to keep year-on-year 
growth in double digits over the next few months. 
The retail prices of potatoes were up 22%, onions 
40% and tomatoes 36% in March 2024 from a year 
before, with other seasonal varieties also likely to 
be vulnerable. If the month-on-month increase in 
sequential food inflation quickens from our base-
line of 1.1% quarter-on-quarter in April-June 2024 
to 1.8-2.0%, headline inflation can potentially jump 
by 50-70 basis points in the quarter, taking full-
year inflation 40-50 basis points above our base-
line at 4.5% year-on-year in 2024-25.

Short-term solutions—such as improved supply 
networks, better inter-state movement and rota-
tion of short cropping cycles—can be deployed, 
but are unlikely to provide immediate relief. The 
strengthening of India’s cold-chain infrastructure 
and handling of produce will gain importance. 
Reliance on the upcoming monsoon is high. 
Today’s reservoir level is at about 31.4% of full 

capacity, lower than 39% in the comparable period 
last year. Rains are dearly needed. Dissipating El 
Niño and the start of La Niña in the third quarter 
would bode well for crop output and resultant farm 
income levels, but the spatial and temporal varia-
tion of monsoon rains will be equally pertinent.

Policy impact: RBI’s Monetary Policy Committee 
(MPC) has maintained a cautious and hawkish 
stance. The impact of weather conditions on food 
inflation—and consequently on inflationary expec-
tations—will be closely monitored. Given the 
global conditions, including delays in the US rate-
cutting cycle, higher oil prices and fluctuations in 
the value of the rupee, we expect the MPC to 
extend its wait-and-watch mode and track the 
monsoon’s progress. The debate over RBI’s policy 
path ahead has shifted from what ‘the scale of cuts’ 
will be to whether there will be ‘cuts at all’ in 
2024-25. Upside risks to the central bank’s infla-
tion forecast of 4.5% for 2024-25 are also likely to 
delay any change in its policy stance to ‘neutral.’

Domestic 10-year bond yields have corrected 
from their mid-April highs, but a dip below 7% is 
unlikely amid still-high oil prices, a strong dollar 
and hardening US Treasury yields. The next catalyst 
for debt markets will be the upcoming index inclu-
sion of Indian bonds, with the first of the global 
benchmark indices due to start this process in June 
2024 and another in January 2025. Mindful of the 
volatility that could accompany these inflows, 
India’s monetary authority has steadfastly kept the 
currency on an even keel, whilst absorbing incre-
mental inflows into its foreign exchange buffer.

What will the rising mercury this 
year mean for inflation in India?
India’s balance of food-supply likelihoods has raised the question of whether fiscal 2024-25 will see monetary easing at all

guEst VIEW

RADHIKA RAO
is executive director and senior economist at 

DBS Bank.

M I N T  C U R A T O R

ANDY MUKHERJEE
is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering 

industrial companies and financial services 

in Asia.

A
fter being saddled for years with the 
biggest bundle of bad loans any-
where in the world, India’s financial 

system had only recently found its footing. 
But with profitability at a decade high and 
capitalization in excess of the regulatory 
minimum, the country’s banks have begun 
slipping again. This time, they’re falling on 
the banana peel of technology.

The latest casualty is Kotak Mahindra 
Bank. Last week, the regulator ordered 
what was until recently India’s fourth-larg-
est lender by market value to stop taking 
new customers via its online and mobile 
banking channels and refrain from issuing 
fresh credit cards. The Reserve Bank of 
India (RBI) said it had found “serious defi-
ciencies” in how the bank manages user 
access, vendor risk and data security. This 
is stiff punishment. More than 98% of the 
transaction volume in Kotak’s savings 
accounts were from digital or non-branch 
methods in the December quarter; 99% of 
new credit cards and 95% of personal loans 
it sold were also online. While Kotak says it 
has already taken some steps and will 
“swiftly resolve balance issues at the earli-
est,” the brazenness of last year’s scam at 
UCO Bank is likely to make RBI cautious in 
lifting the ban. UCO is a small, state-owned 
lender based in Kolkata. Last November, it 
found some customers had got nearly $100 
million via interbank electronic fund trans-
fers, but accounts at the sending institu-
tions hadn’t been debited.

This month, investigators said that this 
was no error, but a scam. A couple of out-
side engineers had allegedly fiddled with 
UCO’s servers, creating money out of thin 
air, and crediting it to different accounts. 
Several account holders made “wrongful 
gains by withdrawing the proceeds,” 
according to the bank’s police complaint.

This is the crux of the issue. RBI’s press 
release highlighted “frequent and signifi-
cant outages in the last two years” in 
Kotak’s services that inconvenienced cus-
tomers. While these are annoying, the big 
risk is a UCO Bank-type scenario where the 
same money can be spent twice because it 
shows up in two accounts. If something like 
that happens at scale, it could pose serious 
risks to financial stability. All benefits from 
digitization pale in front of such a threat. 

Digitization has undoubtedly brought 
benefits, particularly to non-state-owned 
lenders. Take Kotak, which now has 8.5% 
of the deposits of State Bank of India (SBI), 
compared with less than 6% seven years 
ago. This gain didn’t take a commensurate 
expansion in physical presence. SBI has 
added nearly 5,000 branches since 2016 — 

10 times as many as Kotak. Even as they 
have gained from it, banks paid insufficient 
attention to tech. In December 2020, RBI 
barred HDFC Bank, India’s largest private 
lender, from issuing new credit cards and 
launching fresh digital initiatives. The card 
ban was lifted after eight months; the digi-
tal blockade lasted over a year. 

This isn’t just an Indian problem. Singa-
pore’s DBS Group, which has aspired to 
rank alongside some of the world’s most 
admired tech brands, has also stumbled on 
small things like an overheated data centre. 

In India, fintech sped up money transac-
tions, but it has also meant complexity. An 
otherwise staid banking system, running 
software on servers on bank premises, 
faces a tsunami of tiny transactions coming 
via intermediaries that mostly do cloud 
computing. A widely used smartphone-
based protocol, UPI, logged more than 100 
billion transactions last year. There are 
some 50 million merchants accepting 
online money via QR codes, but the regula-
tor isn’t sure if all are legit. Fast and furious 
may have opened the floodgates to fraud.

A rattled RBI is in a mood to punish. Ear-
lier, it instructed Paytm, the homegrown 
payments pioneer, to freeze its banking 
business because of persistent non-com-
pliance. Separately, it asked Visa Inc to stop 
the use of its business cards for commercial 
payments with a fintech firm in between.

Drastic supervisory steps may be neces-
sary at times, but they will not be enough. 
The Indian regulator needs to update its 
own understanding of technology—the last 
edition of RBI’s 164-page financial stability 
report devoted a mere four paragraphs to 
digital safety, even though the central 
bank’s survey showed cybersecurity as a 
“high-risk” category.

Threat levels are rising. A 2022 study by 
DeepStrat, a New Delhi-based consulting 
firm, had raised concerns about what it 
called a “fraud stack”—a large number of 
bank accounts “controlled by crime cartels 
without their owners being aware of their 
identities being misused,” as explained by 
Anand Venkatanarayanan, one of the 
report’s authors. 

In one instance, the customer’s address in 
a bank’s records was the same as that of the 
bank branch. When such mule accounts 
hide in plain sight, attacks become highly 
probable. ©BLOOMBERG

Indian banks are slipping on a   
banana peel of tech adoption 

Rapid progress in digital banking has exposed the system to risks

Kotak Mahindra Bank has had some digital 

operations clamped by RBI MINT
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uct shot against a white background. It soon 
became the norm of all e-commerce web-
sites. Based on work that my team had done, 
this column was one of the few to question 
that status quo (bit.ly/49ZcYVP). But other-
wise, it was business as usual in the e-com-
merce business; even Amazon’s website had 
only drab product shots against the usual 
white background.

The idea that Amazon Ads has recently 
proposed to make product displays more 
appealing questions the status quo of the 
e-commerce business. Will e-commerce 
players break free of their bias? It seems  
unlikely. As the philosopher of science 
Thomas Kuhn once said, faced with a para-
digm-shifting idea, the more intelligent a 
person is, the more intelligent the reasons 
this person will come up with for why the 
status quo is better.

What is the best bet for an innovative idea 
of yours to overcome the status quo bias that 
seems to prevail all around? Go to a family-
run concern with your idea. From my expe-
rience, the heads of family-run businesses 
are far more open to accepting innovative 
ideas than professional managers in multi-
national companies. It takes a very different 
mindset to nurture innovative ideas that 
challenge the status quo.

data from sophisticated online cookie track-
ers and the use of search-engine optimiza-
tion.

Tim Hwang, a former global policy lead on 
artificial intelligence at Google and author of 
the book Subprime Attention Crisis: Advertis-
ing and the Time Bomb at the Heart of the 
Internet, has warned of consequences for the  
global economy from the declining effec-
tiveness of digital advertising. Once the 
actual  inefficacy of digital advertising is 
more widely known, the value of online 
advertising will probably drop drastically. In 
this view, much like the subprime-loan crisis 
of the US mortgage industry pulled the plug 
on the world economy during the West’s 
Great Recession about a decade-and-a-half 
ago, an implosion in what digital advertise-
ments are seen by the market to be worth 
could hit the value of several technology 
majors that depend on digital advertising 
money for their revenues.

Given this precarious situation of the digi-
tal advertising world, a new idea put forward 
by Amazon is hugely relevant. As a leading 
player in the digital marketing world, trust 
Amazon to know a lot more than others 
about what works and what does not work in 
the digital world. Amazon claims to have 
found a way to improve CTRs. The Amazon 

I
magine you discovered an idea that could 
dramatically solve one of the most signifi-
cant problems of an industry. What will 

you do with that idea? Would you shout 
about it from your rooftop or will you keep 
quiet about it? Here is the story of how an 
idea that could change the fortunes of the 
digital-advertising industry was treated. 
This story is a telling example of how most of 
us treat paradigm-shifting ideas.

Digital advertising is today a $600 billion 
industry. In 1994, when digital advertisers 
started using banner advertising, the click-
through rates (CTRs) were about 40%. But in 
2022, CTRs stood at a mere 0.35%, a drop of 
more than 100 times from the 1996 level. 
One could try to cover up this humongous 
drop in CTRs by blaming an exponential 
increase in digital stimuli and the ever-
shortening attention spans of digital con-
sumers. But the fact remains that this drastic 
drop in CTRs has happened in spite of new 
strategies like sophisticated data-mining 
techniques, deep personalization based on 

A status quo bias tends to keep innovative ideas hidden
BIJU DOMINIC

is chief evangelist, Fractal 

Analytics, and chairman, 

FinalMile Consulting.

They would often spend days, if not weeks, 
thinking through a particular product shot 
and its background, along with special props 
and models if required. But the enormous 
time taken to photograph a product in an 
appropriate context was probably not the 
reason that Amazon played down its idea. 

Today, Generative AI, 
backed with creative 
prompting strategies, can 
churn out good-quality 
images in a very short time. 
Everyone knows that. So 
why was an idea promising 
a more effective   digital 
connect, one that could 
potentially alter the design 
of product tiles and prod-
uct display pages across 
e-commerce sites, not 
given due importance?

Many of us hold onto 
outdated and ineffective 

ideas because of an inherent behavioural 
trait called the status quo bias. The human 
brain does not like to change. It likes to con-
tinue doing what it has been doing all along. 

Ever since e-commerce began, it has been 
a sort of dictum that a product tile or display 
page should only feature a stand-alone prod-

Ads website says: “An advertiser may have 
stand-alone images of their product against 
a white background, like a coffee mug. 
When that same coffee mug is placed in a 
lifestyle context—on a kitchen counter, next 
to a croissant—in a sponsored brands mobile 
ad, we have seen that click-through rates are 
more than 40% higher 
compared to ads with stan-
dard product images.”

Wow! Given the precipi-
tous fall of CTRs over the 
years, an idea that prom-
ises 40% improvement 
should be big news, even 
headline-worthy. But that 
was not what happened. 
Even on the Amazon Ads 
website, this new idea was 
not even a subhead. It was 
tucked away in a Q&A sec-
tion one had to chance 
upon. Why was this idea 
underplayed and treated so badly?

First of all, to all those who have worked in 
the traditional advertising world, that idea is 
not new. In the traditional ad industry, art 
directors and photographers have long been 
aware of how an attractive product shot for 
a point-of-sale poster can impact business. 

The human 

mind resists 

change but 

innovation can 

be nurtured 

only by being 

open to ideas



In the interim budget for
FY25, infrastructure
outlay was increased by

11.1 per cent to 11.11 lakh
crore, including Rs 2.78
lakh crore for the Ministry
of Road Transport and
Highways (MoRTH) and
Rs 2.55 lakh crore for the
Railway Ministry. Post-poll,
the plan for a full-fledged
budget for FY25  will look
to raise Rs 25000 crore of
finance through green
bonds - higher than Rs
20000 crore raised through
green bonds in FY24. 
That going ahead private
investment will be a big dri-
ver of infrastructure devel-
opment, is evident from
the National Investment &
Infrastructure Fund (NIIF)
plan to raise  USD 1 billion
for its  second Private
Markets Fund (PMF). The
Asian Infrastructure
Investment Bank (AIIB) is
likely to invest nearly USD
125 million. NIIF manages
over USD4.9 billion of equi-
ty capital commitments
across its  four funds-
Master Fund, PMF,
Strategic Opportunities
Fund and India-Japan
Fund.
The MoRTH is looking to

raise a whopping Rs 60,000
crore in FY 25 through
monetisation of Toll
Operate Transfer (TOT)
highways and NHAI InvIT.
In FY 24, Rs 38334 crore
was raised from ToT, InvIT
and project-based financ-
ing. It is significant to men-
tion that under the National
Monetisation Pipeline
(NMP), an ambitious target
of raising Rs 1.08 lakh crore
has been fixed for FY25.
The share of privately fund-
ed highways in the overall
award of projects in FY25 is
expected to meet the
Government’s target of 10
per cent. NHAI has drawn
up a plan to develop 53 list-
ed highways worth Rs 1.2
trillion through BOT. The

MoRTH had a healthy
award project pipeline of
over Rs 45,000 crore as of
March 2024. Following the
Government’s push for pri-
vate participation in high-
ways,  IRB Infra
Development has commit-
ted to invest 10000-12000
crore in FY25, to add road
capacity through Build
Operate Transfer (BOT)
mode. The recent modifica-
tion in concession agree-
ments, according to IRB,
has bolstered investors’ con-
fidence by enhancing the
bankability of projects.
Further,  the central
Government is putting into
place its plan to pare a
large portion of NHAI’s Rs
3.4 trillion debt within 5

years. This will free up
NHAI’s resources for devel-
opment in the highways
sector.
The energy sector is getting
a big green private invest-
ment boost. REC Limited,
a leader in the power sector
in India has availed a
SACE-covered green loan
for JPY 60.536 billion to
finance eligible green pro-
jects. In the power sector,
besides the airport, Adani
Enterprises is firming up its
plans to plough USD 1 bil-
lion into these businesses. It
is in advanced talks with
several investors in the US
and Europe to raise USD 1
billion for its  Solar Panel
business and Mumbai
Airport. The company,
which is enhancing its focus
on green energy, raised
USD 750 million through
bonds in 2022.  
The investors and Indian
corporates engaged in
infrastructure development
are banking on political
and policy continuity for
the fructification of the
ambitious plan for infra
financing push.

(The author is a veteran
journalist; views are 

personal)

��������	���
�����
�����	����������������������������������������
����
�����
����
�����������������
��
	��
�������������������	������� ������!��!

���
� �������"�#������������	�
��
����	�����������!	
���	�����
������	�$

�����	�"�#�������������
�����%&� ��
���	���
������	��
����� ��������
����	$
��
���������
	��
������������&�
���������&��������
�'�#��
���
����
����������������
�����
��
��������!	
����������������������	������
"�#������
�
�����������������
������������������ ���������������������&
�������!������������"����&����$
����
�
������!���������
����
���������
� �
��
�&������
��	��	�!�
���������!	
�	��

������������������� "�(�����
��&��	�
��������
���&��
�����������������
�	
����
���������&��������
���������������������
���
���
�"�#������������
$
������
���� �	���	!
�������������	������"�)��������
��
�����	����
������
����������
���	
�
������
�
��
��*�
������
������&������	����� �����
����$

���"��������
��� ���	������������������
����
�
��������
�
������
����������	��!�	
�
����
�$

�������
�����
�
�����
�����
��
�����*�&����+
�%��&
����
�&���������
���
����,	�
��������� �	�����

�������������������!	
��	���
���
�������
�!�
�%�
����
�������������&����	������ ������
����%"�#�

���
������������
��������
������������	�����
-.� �������� &�� &��$������� ���� ��������
�"
/���
�������
��0/��������������
���������
*�-�����
������������	���������������	����
���
��
�&��"����
&��� �
��������!� ������
"�
������
����������&������	�����
��	���	����
����������$
��"����	�
������� ������
����������
� �������
���$

����
����	��
��������
�	�
	������	���	��
���������
�
	
����"�1�����!���
����������$
������	��
���&��	�
�������� �
�������
��������	�
	����� ���������������������
&�
�����	�������������	��
��"�2�	��
������������� �
����������3	��������
	��
��&�
�

��%��&���������%�����
���������������������
����
�
����
���
�"�2���&������
	$
��
��&�
�����
�����
�������������	�����������������	���������������&��������
$
���
����
�������
����
����$���	�����4�
�"�-
����3	����������
��
�
��
�&��������
�
���
���	�������	���
�������
�"�/����$���������������
���������������
�����������$
��������4
��������
���� ������
���!���������	������������������
���"�1��������$
����
���	������������	��
���	������������ ������������������������	�� ��	$
��
�����&������
�� �
�&�����!	�������������������
�������������	������
�"�-
����3	��$
��������
��
�
�������������������
������"�-��
����������������
��������
���	��	�!�
�
���������� �����"�5�& ���&��	�
����!��
��
��	���
���
����������	��	��
�����
�������"���&�����
���� ���&��	�
��
���������������
��&�
��������
������	����

��!���&��!��
�����������
����"�#��
����&��������
����	
	��&��� ��������
�����	��	�
�����	��
����&�
��	
���������&����������������
�!�

����	����!	

!����������������������
���
"

-�
���������������

advancements, attracting global inter-
est in investment and exploration. The
narrative shifts from India being a
concern to being a source of support,
showcasing its resilience and diplomat-
ic agility. With a focus on domestic per-
formance, Jaishankar emphasises infra-
structure development and socio-polit-
ical systems, which captivate foreign fas-
cination. India’s journey from a devel-
oping nation to a global player exem-
plifies its potential and allure on the
international stage, echoing the senti-
ment that Bharat indeed matters.

Kabir Oberoi | Mumbai
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Astroturf | Mother calls for full alert
against evil forces,” published on April
28, this is my response. The intricate
symbolism of the goddess’s accessories
reveals profound insights into the cos-
mic order and human existence. The
conch shell, echoing the primal sound
of creation, signifies the source energy
that initiates and sustains all life.

Meanwhile, the lotus flower, emerging
from murky waters unstained, embod-
ies purity and detachment amid cre-
ation’s diversity. The goddess’s eight
weapons, contrasted with her two cre-
ative symbols, underscore the perpetu-
al struggle against malevolent forces.
This juxtaposit ion ref lects the
omnipresence and potency of negativ-
ity, urging constant vigilance and defen-
sive action.
Demons, depicted in surreal forms,
serve as metaphors for internal and
external threats, reminding us of the
deceptive allure and insidious nature of
evil. In essence, the divine imagery
prompts contemplation on the balance
between constructive creativity and
vigilant defence in navigating life’s
complexities. It emphasises the impor-
tance of spiritual awareness and moral
integrity in combating adversities while
upholding the cosmic order.

Devansh Khatri | Jaipur
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Man gets life imprisonment for mur-
dering teenage Indian wife in London,”
published on April 30, this is my
response. The news of Sahil Sharma’s
sentencing for the murder of his wife,
Mehak Sharma, is a heartbreaking
reminder of the devastating conse-
quences of domestic violence. The bru-
tal act not only robbed Mehak’s family
of a beloved daughter but also shattered
their sense of security and left them
grappling with irreparable grief.
The fact that the tragedy unfolded
within the confines of their own home,
supposedly a place of safety, adds
another layer of horror to the ordeal.
Mehak’s mother’s poignant statement
encapsulates the profound anguish and
emptiness left in the wake of such a
senseless loss. While the legal proceed-
ings may offer some semblance of jus-
tice, they can never fully assuage the
pain inflicted upon the victim’s loved
ones. It serves as a stark reminder of the
urgent need for greater awareness, sup-
port and intervention in cases of domes-
tic violence to prevent similar tragedies
in the future.

Aadhya Chawla | Chandigarh
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Covid handling changed world’s per-
ception of India: EAM,” published on
April 30, this is my response. India’s
growth trajectory under the spotlight!
External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar
reflects on India’s changing perception
abroad, citing COVID management
and Chandrayaan-3 as game-changers.
He highlights how decisions made
domestically resonate globally, showcas-
ing India’s significance on the world
stage. From bringing citizens home dur-
ing crises to enhancing the value of the
Indian passport, India’s actions garner
international attention.
Jaishankar underlines India’s technolog-
ical prowess and socio-economic
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‘Newton effect’ has yet to
materialise in voting patterns
in two phases so far.
Nonetheless, the indomitable
spirit of election officers per-
sists, as they traverse treacher-
ous terrain and surmount
logistical obstacles to ensure
the integrity of the electoral
process. 
Electioneering acts as a cata-
lyst for various sectors of the
economy, fostering growth
and employment opportuni-
ties across the spectrum. From
hospitality and transportation
to textiles and advertising, the
ripple effects of political cam-
paigns are palpable. As polit-
ical parties vie for voter atten-
tion, rallies, events and promo-
tional activities proliferate,
injecting vitality into local
economies and stimulating
demand for goods and ser-
vices. Moreover, the advent of
digital campaigning has revo-
lutionised the electoral land-
scape, with professional agen-
cies employed to enhance
brand visibility and engage-
ment. The economic divi-
dends of such strategies are
evident, as digital platforms
emerge as potent tools for
political communication and
mobilisation.
Amidst the fervour of electoral
competition, political mani-
festos serve as blueprints for

governance, delineating poli-
cy priorities and economic
agendas. The contrasting
visions articulated by major
political parties underscore
the divergent approaches to
addressing pressing socio-eco-
nomic challenges.
The Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP), buoyed by its track
record and incumbent status,
advocates for policy continu-
ity and fiscal consolidation.
With Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s emphasis on
infrastructure development
and economic reforms, a BJP-
majority Government is
poised to prioritise private
investment and fiscal pru-
dence, thereby fostering eco-
nomic stability and growth.
Conversely, the Indian
National Congress or INDI
Block champions a progressive
agenda focused on job cre-
ation, social welfare and agrar-
ian reforms. Proposals such as
Government-led employment
initiatives, minimum support
price guarantees and education
loan waivers underpin the
Alliance’s commitment to
inclusive growth and equi-
table development.
While political rhetoric often
dominates electoral discourse,
the economic imperatives
transcending partisan lines
merit attention. Issues such as

water scarcity, climate change
and unemployment pose for-
midable challenges to India’s
socio-economic fabric, neces-
sitating concerted action
beyond the electoral cycle.
The water crisis in cities like
Bengaluru serves as a
poignant reminder of the
urgent need for sustainable
resource management and
climate resilience. Yet, the
conspicuous absence of these
issues from political mani-
festos is very disheartening.
There is an urgent need for
non-partisan dialogue and
policy discourse on environ-
mental sustainability and
socio-economic resilience.
As India embarks on its elec-
toral journey, the confluence of
elections, electioneering and
the economy offers both
opportunities and challenges.
While the democratic process
catalyses economic activity
and political discourse, the
imperatives of inclusive and
sustainable development tran-
scend electoral cycles. By tran-
scending electoral exigencies
and embracing a shared vision
of progress, India can realise its
aspirations for a vibrant
democracy and a prosperous
future for all.

(The author is Delhi-based
senior journalist. Views
expressed are personal)
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As India goes ahead
with its 18th General
Elections, the nation
finds itself at a cross-
roads of democracy,

economics and governance. The
elections, spanning 44 days from
April 19 to June 1, are poised to
be the lengthiest in Indian histo-
ry, reflecting both the enormity of
the task at hand and the signifi-
cance of the decisions to be
made. Against the backdrop of a
burgeoning economy, evolving
political landscapes and pressing
social challenges, the intersection
of elections, electioneering and
the economy warrants scrutiny.
The magnitude of election expen-
ditures provides a glimpse into the
economic dynamics surrounding
the electoral process. According
to the Centre for Media Studies
(CMS), the anticipated expendi-
ture for the 2024 Lok Sabha elec-
tions is staggering, surpassing Rs
1.35 lakh crore. This figure, more
than double the amount spent in
2019, indicates to the monu-
mental scale of electoral spend-
ing in the world’s largest democ-
racy.
With a projected voter base of
96.6 crore, the per-voter spend-
ing is estimated at around Rs
1,400, signifying both the finan-
cial investment and the democ-
ratic imperative of ensuring wide-
spread participation. However, it’s
worth noting that the Election
Commission’s expenditure is
expected to constitute only a
fraction of the total outlay, point-
ing towards the diverse econom-
ic activities spurred by the elec-
toral process.
The Election Commission tire-
lessly strives to facilitate univer-
sal suffrage across the nation.
Recognising the pivotal role of
public figures in shaping civic
consciousness, the Commission
enlisted the famed actor
Rajkumar Rao as its ‘national icon’
to galvanise youth engagement
and voter turnout as the country
approaches the general elections.
Rao’s portrayal of a dedicated poll
officer in the acclaimed film
‘Newton,’ a poignant exploration
of electoral challenges in a Naxal-
affected region, resonated deeply
with young voters. However,
despite the cinematic depiction of
electoral fervour, the anticipated
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Summers are particularly
severe in the Thar desert
with temperatures shoot-
ing up to 50 degrees Cel-

sius. Dust raising winds can
morph into full blown storms in
the unforgiving swathes of the
arid region with rolling sand
hills. But this year, there is a dif-
ferent type of storm sweeping
the undulating topography ~ a
political one that has gripped
the imagination of the simple,
hardy, and deeply traditional
folks of the clustered Jaisalmer-
Barmer-Balotra districts. 

The reverberations of this
desert storm are being felt
across the vast and ancient land
of Rajputana or Rajasthan, and
it has clear auguries for the
future political possibilities of
the entire nation. 

As the nation finds itself
mired in the regressive clutches
of the past with its electoral pas-
sions veering around polarising
narratives of Hindus and Mus-
lims, caste census, mangalsutras
et al, with the real issues of emp-
loyment, agrarian crisis, infla-
tion etc., taking a back seat ~
comes the refreshing campaign
of a 26-year-old youth pitching
on securing water for his parch-
ed constituency, job opportuni-
ties for the desperate youth, so-
cio-economic development of
his backward constituency,
basically everything that ought
to be consuming the politicians,
but isn’t.

As we remain gripped by
meaningless guarantees of indi-
vidual cults, dynastic appeals,
partisan purity or even region-
al/castiest/religious promises,
the fact that India faces hard
issues that afflict all and not just
select groups, is seemingly lost
on career politicians. 

But in a situation that soun-
ds counterintuitive (given the
presumed backwardness of the
region), the popular appeal of a
Ravindra Singh Bhatti (proudly
‘Independent’) from Jaisalmer-
Barmer-Balotra Lok Sabha con-
stituency talking inclusively for
the 36 Biraadari cutting across
all possible religious, castiest,
and socio-economic divides, is
a rare breath of fresh air. 

Since he is ‘Independent’,

he does not have to sing hosan-
nas about any party leadership
and their purported infallibili-
ties or superhuman capabilities;
he only talks about his own abil-
ities and not any single, double
or triple engines. 

His tone is patriotic, and
not jingoistic or exclusivist. And
yet, without any partisan brand
to assure him of any en bloc
vote, he seems to be defying
logic by cavalierly attempting to
defeat both the national parties
i.e., the BJP and the Congress.

No amount of rallies by the
biggest political names in the
country can match his jugger-
naut. While big-talking, big-
offending, and big-promising
partisan politicians are doing
what they do best
i.e., polarise local
communities and
promise the moon,
Ravindra is ‘their
boy’ who reaches
out generously,
humanely, and
sincerely. He drew
mammoth crowds
that shamed the
supposed star-
power and organi-
sation of cash-rich
political parties.
There is some-
thing raw, organic,
and even hero-like
about his persona
and the smart political newbie
plays the son-of-the-soil card
with immense pride, dignity,
and decency.

Given that the ancient de-
sert land has seen countless
wars, valiant heroes, and bloody
battles since antiquity, the
romantic template of a ‘David
versus Goliath’ equation has its
natural resonances ~ Ravindra
is tapping into his ‘Independent’
status and twisting it to his
advantage. For once the hunted
(common citizen) has become
the hunter, and his game is the
full-time politicians who are
exposed and shamed for their
excesses, easy promises, and
divisive agenda.

Unbeknownst to many, this
harsh desert land is typical of
‘Mini India’ with its myriad
diversities of all possible deno-

minations who live cheek-by-
jowl in relative peace, harmony
and convivial amity (as did other
regions, till the ‘politicians’ of
divide or appeasement arrived
on the scene). 

Ravindra is only revisionist
in approach when it comes to
invoking the civilisational social
fiber of the land, otherwise he
only talks of development and
socio-economic issues, and so
the full-time politicians are in-
advertently made to look awk-
ward, small, and outdated. 

The wholesomeness of the
situation is magnified when you
see participants of the two
major national parties not try-
ing to out-shame each other but
strive to keep pace with the

relentless ‘hope’
ignited by the irre-
pressible Ravindra
Singh Bhatti.

His example is
a glorious rebuttal
to those who lazily
complain about
TINA (There Is No
Alternative) factor
for the depressing
state of politics in
the country. Seem-
ingly, the low turn-
out of national
polling data indi-
cates fatigue, frus-
tration, and disin-
terest ~ but the

crowds in Jaisalmer are on to
something special, and some-
thing big that could shake the
status quo of the country. 

His example could seed
‘Ravindra Singh Bhattis’ from
Manipur, Jammu and Kashmir
or Andaman & Nicobar Islands,
and that could change the ensu-
ing amorality of our politics. 

His success is important
from the perspective of much
needed ‘hope’ against the pre-
vailing ‘system’ (to which all
national and regional parties
have contributed since inde-
pendence). 

It will force navel-gazing for
existing politicians and set the
agenda for the future. Divisive
politics of hate or appeasement
must stop, and real issues must
take over. 

Unlike the birth of an Aam

Aadmi Party (the last new ‘idea’
in the Indian political main-
stream), there are no heavy
weights of society to hold sup-
portive dharnas, no affluent
backers, and not even any nudg-
ing political rival, for he threat-
ens the entirety of the ‘system’
and not just any one party
(unlike the successful birth of
AAP which was focused against
the-then ruling party).

The template of Ravindra
Singh Bhatti must also succeed
for what it potentially suggests
~ the power of an average ‘Inde-
pendent’ individual to change
the much-needed conversa-
tions, debate, and narrative. 

Single-minded determina-
tion, dash and pluck saw him
win as the University President,
then as an MLA, and now he is
eyeing a MP seat (all as an Inde-
pendent) ~ if this isn’t an ‘Indian
Dream’, what is? 

There is also a certain wel-
come ‘normalcy’ and simplicity
about a teacher and homemak-
er’s son who studies and does
his law (without posturing any
‘martyr-syndrome’ or pretend-
ed piety) and then proudly
espouses real issues in local
dialect with aplomb, stands tall
and talks firm, but with a much
needed measure of decency. 

After a long time, a natural
student leader has succeeded in
capturing the political imagina-
tion after the likes of Vajpayee,
Chandrashekar, Jaitley, Tharoor
etc., who could conflate educa-
tion, youthfulness, idealism, and
nativism without resorting to
bigotry or hate.

While Jaisalmer-Barmer-
Balotra is just one seat out of 543
and Ravindra may or may not
win, he has already done the
impossible of shaking up the
‘system’ and offering ‘hope’ ~
therefore, even it is too good a
dream to come true, one must
pray for his success for the bet-
terment and dignity of con-
stituency, his state, and his
country, towards which he pro-
fesses equal love and reverence.
India in these dark times has
seen a flicker of change, hope,
and now waits for 6 June to see if
indeed it is a case of a major
Desert Storm!  

As expected, President Marcos’
latest decision to relax the
rules on the importation of
agricultural products is being

opposed by traders and middlemen
who have been unduly enriching
themselves by buying low from farm-
ers and fishermen and selling high to
consumers. The President has directed
the Department of Agriculture (DA) to
simplify its policies and procedures on
the importation of farm products and
remove other nontariff barriers that
restrict or delay their entry to the coun-
try. These include quotas, import
licensing schemes and bureaucratic
regulations that have the net effect of
increasing the cost of imports. Their
removal or easing will therefore boost
supply in local markets and ultimately
bring down prices of essential farm
products. It should be noted that this
will not come at a loss to the govern-
ment in terms of foregone revenues.

Under Administrative Order No.
20, signed by Executive Secretary Lucas
Bersamin on April 18, the DA was
directed to coordinate with the Depart-
ment of Trade and Industry and the
Department of Finance to streamline
procedures and requirements in the
licensing of importers, minimize the
processing time of applications for
importation, and exempt licensed
traders from the submission of regis-
tration requirements.

The DA was also ordered to
streamline procedures and require-
ments for the issuance of sanitary and
phytosanitary import clearance, which
needs to be released within 15 days,

otherwise, applications with complet-
ed documents will be deemed approv-
ed. The Sugar Regulatory Administra-
tion was also told to simplify the
importation of sugar by allowing direct
purchases by the agency’s accredited
importers and accepting more traders
to participate. 

The DA was tasked to similarly
review and revise guidelines on the
importation of frozen fish and other
marine products while the Bureau of
Customs, where many complaints of
delayed releases are raised by the pri-
vate sector, was ordered to prioritize
the unloading and release of imported
agricultural products.

By addressing the delays that lead
to additional costs for importers, the
entry and availability of imported agri-
cultural products will hopefully be
timely and cover the supply shortages
of farm products. However, the suc-
cess of this order will depend in large
part on the surveillance team created
under AO 20. Made up of representa-
tives from several departments and law
enforcement agencies, it is hoped that
the body will be able to pinpoint snags
and other potential roadblocks early
on and immediately find solutions to
them. The team can also focus on
unscrupulous middlemen who have
often been blamed for the high prices
of farm produce ~ even during times
of abundant supply. 

Perhaps the President already had
this in mind when he included the
police and other law enforcement bod-
ies in the surveillance team to go after
these scalawags.

AO 20 is indeed a very timely
measure that, if implemented correct-
ly, could really help lower the prices of
agricultural products. However, the
implementation of AO 20 should go
hand in hand with the timely imple-
mentation of the DA’s three-year plan
for the country’s agricultural sector.
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Order and politics

As Uttar Pradesh braces for yet another phase in
the election cycle, the dynamics of law and
order loom large over the political landscape,

with both the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) and the
Samajwadi Party (SP) vying for electoral advantage.
The narratives emerging from the heartland state
paint a complex picture of governance and its impli-
cations on the electoral calculus. There is a palpable
sense of relief among many voters who believe that
stringent law enforcement measures by the state’s BJP
government have ushered in an era of stability and
security. For them, the crackdown on crime repre-
sents a tangible improvement in their daily lives,
where they can go about their work or business with-
out the looming spectre of lawlessness. However, it is
essential to tread carefully when analysing the narra-
tive surrounding law and order. While the purported
reduction in crime is undoubtedly a welcome devel-
opment, questions arise regarding the impartiality
and inclusivity of these measures. The perception that
certain communities are disproportionately targeted
or marginalised under the guise of maintaining law
and order raises concerns about the nature of gover-
nance and justice. In the realm of electoral politics, the
issue of law and order becomes a double-edged sword
for political parties vying for power.  

On one hand, the BJP, which champions a tough-
on-crime stance, may attract voters who prioritise
security and stability above all else. The promise of a
safer society resonates strongly with segments of the
electorate who have borne the brunt of rampant crime
in the past. On the other hand, the SP may seek to
highlight issues of justice and equity, emphasising the
need for fair and impartial law enforcement meas-
ures. In a diverse and pluralistic society like Uttar
Pradesh, where communal tensions often simmer
beneath the surface, the need for impartial gover-
nance becomes paramount.

As the election unfolds, it is imperative for politi-
cal leaders from both parties to strike a delicate bal-
ance between maintaining law and order and uphold-
ing the principles of justice and inclusivity. Parties
that can navigate these complexities with nuance and
sensitivity are likely to resonate more strongly with
voters who value both security and equity. Ultimately,
the electoral fortunes of parties will hinge not only on
their ability to tout achievements in law enforcement
but also on their commitment to fostering a society
where every citizen feels safe, valued, and empow-
ered. In the quest for power, let us not forget the fun-
damental principles of justice and fairness that
underpin a thriving democracy. In this electoral con-
text, it is crucial for voters to critically assess the rhet-
oric and actions of political parties regarding law and
order. Beyond the surface-level promises of security,
citizens must evaluate the long-term implications of
policies on communal harmony and social cohesion.
By engaging in informed discourse and holding
leaders accountable for their governance, voters 
can contribute to a more robust and inclusive demo-
cratic process. 

Philippine Dynasts

In the archipelago of the Philippines, where history
intertwines with the present, a modern-day Shake-
spearean drama unfolds. The ongoing feud

between the Marcos and Duterte clans, reminiscent
of the Montagues and Capulets, serves as a cautionary
tale of the perils of dynastic politics and personal
vendettas overshadowing the greater good of the
nation. At the heart of this feud lie two powerful fami-
lies, each with its own legacy of controversy and cor-
ruption. On one side stands the Marcos dynasty, epit-
omised by the shadow of a brutal dictator whose reign
was marked by oppression and plunder. Opposing
them is the Duterte clan, led by a President whose
tenure was characterised by a ruthless war on drugs
and a penchant for inflammatory rhetoric. Their ani-
mosity is not merely a matter of personal disdain. It
has real consequences for the Filipino people and their
future. As the two families engage in a battle for
supremacy, governance is compromised, and the
nation's progress is hindered. The recent skirmishes
over confidential funds and constitutional revisions
highlight the extent to which personal ambitions over-
shadow public service. Moreover, the unpredictable
nature of this feud leaves foreign policy in flux, with
alliances shifting as quickly as the winds of political
fortune. From cosying up to China to pivoting back
towards America, the Philippines finds itself caught in
a geopolitical tug-of-war, with little clarity on its long-
term strategic direction. But perhaps most concern-
ing is the impact of this feud on the democratic process
itself. As the Marcos and Duterte camps gear up for
the next election cycle, the spectre of dirty politics
looms large. With both families facing potential legal
repercussions for past misdeeds, the campaign is like-
ly to be marred by mudslinging and character assassi-
nation, further eroding trust in the political establish-
ment.

Yet, amid this turmoil, there remains hope for a
brighter future. The Filipino people have shown
resilience in the face of adversity, rallying behind causes
such as education reform and anti-corruption efforts.
Grassroots movements and civil society organisations
continue to push for accountability and transparency,
challenging the entrenched power structures that per-
petuate dynastic rule. Their efforts serve as a beacon of
light in the darkness, reminding us that change is possi-
ble when the people unite behind a common cause

In the end, the Philippines stands at a crossroads.
Will it succumb to the petty squabbles of feuding fam-
ilies, or will it rise above the fray and forge a path
towards true democracy and prosperity? The answer
lies not in the hands of politicians or dynasts, but in
the collective will of the Filipino people to demand
better and strive for a brighter tomorrow. For only by
transcending the legacy of the past can the Philip-
pines truly fulfil its immense potential and claim its
rightful place on the global stage.
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editor@thestatesman.com

SIR, I refer to your editorial, “End
of Life”. There are moral, legal,
ethical, religious, and scientific
dimensions to end of life deci-
sions ~ Euthanasia. There may be
good clinical medicine but there
is also the reality of financial
costs. We cannot disregard the
economic reality of modern med-
ical care ~ whether it is in a State-
run hospital or insurance covered
health care. 

This practice is generally ille-
gal, but there is a movement
worldwide toward greater social
and legal acceptance. Attempting
or assisting death is a criminal
offence in many countries. How-
ever, in India, in a pioneering jud-
gment, the Supreme Court lega-
lised passive euthanasia, stating
that it was a matter of a ‘living
will’. Doubtless, death is a loss,
and the notion of assisted dying is
very odd. Perhaps we should
speak of assisting patients on the
verge of death by providing lov-
ing, compassionate care. Laws
with ample safeguards should be
enacted to allow certain patients
who are terminally ill to die with
dignity. Like the many laws we
have from the time of British rule,
the proposed British legislation

can “lead by example and set a
new standard for compassionate
end-of-life care in the modern
world” for other nations. 

Yours, etc., H N Ramakrishna, 
Bengaluru, 28 April.

DISAGREE

SIR, This is apropos of M A Mad-
husudan’s letter “Compulsory
voting” published today. I write
to submit a diametrically oppo-
site view. Compulsory voting will
only improve the stats on voting ~
the “pratishat” (percentage) tally
that the media  keeps reporting
down to the last two decimal
places. 

Considering our demogra-
phy, even if the voting in  per-
centage terms is low, it affords a
wide sample base in terms of
numbers because approximately
15 lakh eligible voters belong to a
single constituency. In the specif-
ic instance of low turnout (per-
centage wise) in the first phase of
polling this year, heat wave con-
ditions, netas switching sides/
parties at the drop of a hat, voters’
nonchalance and the sentiment
that voting does not bring about a
change in  governance are factors
that have been at play. 

Moreover, at the ground le-
vel, compulsory voting will be dif-

ficult to achieve and may even
lead to tyrannical behaviour of
overzealous election officials out
to achieve a 100 per cent voter
turnout. A cent percent voter
turnout will not by itself bring ab-
out governance that is account-
able and transparent. On the con-
trary, the attendance of our elect-
ed representatives in parliament
and state legislatures and the
quality of debates ought to be of
more concern than the voter
turnout. 

Yours, etc., Avinash Godboley, 
Dewas, 30 April.

BIAS OF WESTERN MEDIA

SIR, This refers to Harsha Kakar’s
article, “Western perceptions and
Indian realities” (30 April). Gen-
eral Kakar has rightly stated that
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
has had the best of relations with
Western leaders in his twin terms
so far. Not so with the Western
media, who have an assortment
of descriptors for him ranging
from strongman to autocrat. 

This was demonstrated yet
again when Rahul Gandhi's Indi-
an-American advisor, Sam Pitro-
da, weaponized recent Western
media headlines in an attack on
Modi. Excessive interest from the
Western media in Indian elec-

tions has always been perceived
as interference in domestic
affairs. Even Indira Gandhi was
targeted by the American media
when she refused to buckle under
their negative projection. When
India conducted nuclear tests
during Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s
tenure, Western news organisa-
tions painted India as the villain
of the peace. It blamed India for
spending on nuclear weapons
rather than the far more urgent
need to alleviate poverty. 

Barring a few exceptions, self-
proclaimed foreign clairvoyants
have been predicting doom for
India in spite of its record GDP
growth. While they may have
some justification for their critical
reporting, the same Western news
conglomerates have been ignor-
ing attacks on freedom of expres-

sion in many other countries
including China and Russia. Even
EAM S Jaishankar, who has been
cultivating American media his
entire career, found faults. He has
said the foreign media attacks
India “not because they lack infor-
mation, but because they think
they are also political players in
our elections”. While it ignores the
vicious attacks on the Jewish com-
munity in the West, it indulges in
Modi-bashing while reporting
from India. As PM, Mr Modi has
kept both the Indian and the for-
eign press at an arm’s length. He
has become the first PM not to
address a single press conference
in a decade. Dissemination of irre-
sponsible and inaccurate news
makes his or her job much easier. 

Yours, etc., S S Paul, 
Nadia, 30 April.

Die  with  dignity

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

BHOPINDER
SINGH

The writer is Lt Gen PVSM,
AVSM (Retd), and former

Lt Governor of
Andaman &  Nicobar Islands

and Puducherry

Hope for lower
food prices

NOTA OPTION

SIR, Voters of some areas have decided to void their votes for
some reason which is not at all a good sign for democracy. Rather
than deciding to nullify the vote, the last and best weapon is to opt
for ‘NOTA’ (none of the above), which will surely have far-reaching
effects. Elections are a right time for  voters to test their represen-
tatives and representatives should also know the voters’ choices.
All political parties and representatives should be aware of it and
analyze it seriously.

Yours, etc., Nabnit Panigrahi, Rayagada, 28 April.








