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Delhi Disaster

Felling of trees for urban development is an outdated approach
TOI Editorials

In an example of callous urban planning, around 14,000 to 16,000
trees are being felled in Delhi to make way for government complexes
and redevelopment projects. This has sparked outrage among
residents, many of whom are protesting the tree felling exercise in the
manner of the famous Chipko movement of the 1970s. As things stand
the city suffers from poor air quality throughout the year. In summer it
suffers from extraordinary heat waves due to the ‘heat island’ effect of

: : * dense urban clusters, and it is well known that trees reduce this effect.
Delhi’s massive tree felling exercise is thus a classic instance of unsustainable development, which even
our schoolbooks warn against these days.

Authorities are supposed to plant ten new saplings for every tree cut. However, no such compensatory
plantation has taken place at some of the redevelopment sites with the building authority, NBCC, simply
stating that it has transferred the amount for compensatory afforestation. This is becoming a familiar
story across the country. In Bengaluru, the proposed construction of a steel flyover - which would have
led to the felling of more than 800 trees - was scrapped last year after residents opposed the project.

Similarly, in Mumbai last year environmentalists launched a movement to protect over 3,000 trees from a
Mumbai Metro carshed. All of these show growing urbanisation is leading to a clash between
development and environment. This calls for smart urban planning and adoption of modern approaches.
To increase housing and commercial space, authorities can build upwards rather than horizontally.
Better utilisation of existing government land reserves is in order. Modern urban planning preserves
trees given their role in curbing air pollution, mitigating global warming, reducing ambient temperature
and recharging ground water.
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Transform Healthcare

Demand side solutions won’t work when the problem is a supply constraint

TOI Editorials
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During his ‘mann ki baat’ broadcast this Sunday, Prime Minister Narendra Modi highlighted the
contribution of doctors to society. It was timely because, among other things, doctors are crucial to the
success of the National Health Protection Mission aiming to cover 500 million people. Narratives around
healthcare solutions in India focus on the demand side, with emphasis on insurance and price controls.
However, this hasn’t yielded satisfactory results because it cannot offset shortages on the supply side,
particularly doctors and hospitals. Healthcare must reorient itself to address supply side challenges.

We have seen in recent times a politically promoted populist backlash against doctors and hospitals, as
when the Delhi government closed a hospital for alleged lapses. This was a disproportionately severe
move that denied healthcare to many. The trick here is to develop sophisticated and light touch
regulation of healthcare which doesn’t inhibit innovation and expansion in the name of curbing
malpractices. Price controls, for instance, can create shortages, shortcuts on quality or overcharging in
other areas that are equally necessary. They will exacerbate rather than solve the supply side problem.
Encouraging transparency and competition, on the other hand, will bring down prices holistically while
boosting India’s medical tourism sector, a potential job spinner.

Not only is there a shortage of doctors in India, they rarely venture out of urban areas. This dimension
influences India’s disproportionately high out-of-pocket expense on healthcare of more than 60%. The
primary cause for this shortage is the disappointing performance of Medical Council of India which has
exercised control over licensing of doctors and their ambit. Recognising this lacuna, government has
introduced a bill to annul MCI, free up medical education from stifling controls and also introduce an exit
exam at the undergraduate level. However, one supply side dimension which has been neglected is a
pathway for experienced nurses to shoulder more responsibility for providing care. India needs to use its
cadre of experienced nurses to offset supply-side shortages.

Moreover, gaps in rural India can be made good only by government. The national health policy aims to
gradually increase healthcare spending to 2.5% of GDP. Most of the additional spending needs to be
directed to raising healthcare provision in rural areas as well as for underserved sections of the urban

populace. Healthcare, like other areas, needs a lot more options arising from enhanced supply and
competition.
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St el 3G Sl & A AE faEe FRC §1 ST &, HeEA & A A o FE qihAr U ST
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TS T ATHT §AR ATHA gl

s TAT RN & HIHAGBST H g AR AT THRT oF 3T @ FaT &F g1 5T TIHR AR & ATETH
¥ Teies dre &Y ol & o ofag sftyeet ST a s e T R W §l wM mm o §
Fg T TT WeR AR FRUforw 8 FEfT o a1 3N & IR &7 R 87 &, Fife I 3¢ gy
Ued Ush TAId cOATAT & &I H Agl, diedh ddix TgS @Al ol EI-Hel AT SpEcFal AT TEh &l
A W W A & Tad v amet @ qAtq soe wE a6 § T97 ol dar e St
wifqenfae grauEt & dgd fada Faadar @ et & @ifge, [uiRsr garr soe f #sly fes & a1
3e¢ 39 Sl & SEAAT T QI ISR 81 Aoer =ifgu]
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No Zero Sum Game

As Nepal walks tightrope between India and China, Delhi must focus on delivering on
its own commitments to Kathmandu.

Editorial

The last time Nepal Prime Minister KP Sharma Oli visited Beijing was
in February 2016, and the circumstances of that visit and the one last
week could not have been more different. Four months after he had
been elected to his first stint as Prime Minister, his country continued
to reel from a bruising economic blockade at the India-Nepal border
that New Delhi did nothing to ease. Oli responded by hitting where it
hurt. He signed a wide-ranging transit and transport agreement with
China to reduce dependence on India, including on rail connectivity, and for Nepal’s access to a Chinese
port for movement of goods. Within months, his government lost the support of its coalition partners and
he had to resign. After his re-election this year with a huge majority, India-Nepal relations have exhibited
a new pragmatism. There is an evident attempt in both capitals to steer clear of zero-sum formulations
between Nepal and its two big neighbours. Oli’s first visit abroad after becoming Prime Minister for a
second time was to Delhi, though India-baiting played a big role in his return to power. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi reciprocated by visiting Nepal in May, his third visit to the country. It speaks to where
bilateral relations are now that Oli’s 5-day official visit to Beijing last week has not set off panic in India.
Oli has himself stressed that his government wants to intensify relations with both countries.

During Oli’s visit, Nepal and China have concluded some eight agreements, including a Memorandum of
Understanding on “co-operation for railway connectivity”. The joint statement said both sides
“underscored it as the most significant initiative in the history of bilateral cooperation and believed that
it would herald a new era of cross-border connectivity between the two countries”. According to reports,
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the rail link will connect Gyirong, a trading port in the city of Xigaze in Tibet with Kathmandu, but not up
to the Indian border as was feared in India. Under another MoU on “energy co-operation”, both sides have
agreed “to study the possibility” of building oil storage facilities at sites identified by Nepal, and China will
help research oil and gas resources in Nepal. China has signalled an interest in setting up three North-
South economic corridors in Nepal. Nepal wants China to set up cross-border power transmission lines.
The setting up of the commercially operated cross-border fibre optic lines is also referenced in the joint
statement. Most of all, though, Oli made the case for Chinese investment in Nepal. From the joint
statement, it does seem as if the 2016 agreement between the two countries, the one that spooked Delhi,
has not made the kind of rapid progress that both sides had appeared to want at the time.

Instead of agonising over what China is doing in Nepal, Delhi would do well to fast-track the delivery on
its own commitments to its Himalayan neighbour. It is telling that India and Nepal finalised a long
pending agreement on opening more air routes into the country for international flights over Indian air
space just three days before Oli embarked on his Beijing visit. India signed this year its own “path
breaking” agreement on rail connectivity from Raxaul to Kathmandu, one on inland waterways for freight
movement, and another on co-operation in agriculture. During his visit, Modi inaugurated jointly with Olj,
Arun III, the 900 MW hydropower project in north-eastern Nepal, which India will fund to the tune of
$1.5 billion. India has also begun work on a petroleum pipeline. Sandwiched between two big countries, it
is natural that Nepal should seek to maximise its geography to its own advantage. To that end, it has a
tough balancing act to do, and India — no stranger to tightrope walks itself — should be able to
appreciate that.
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For Nutrition Security

India remains lacking in the commitment to tackle undernourishment.
EDITORIAL

The UN’s State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World report for 2017 has important pointers to
achieve nutrition policy reform. At the global level, the five agencies that together produced the
assessment found that the gains achieved on food security and better nutrition since the turn of the
century may be at risk. Although absolute numbers of people facing hunger and poor nutrition have
always been high, there was a reduction in the rate of undernourishment since the year 2000. That has
slowed from 2013, registering a worrying increase in 2016. The estimate of 815 million people enduring
chronic food deprivation in 2016, compared to 775 million in 2014, is depressing in itself, but more
important is the finding that the deprivation is even greater among people who live in regions affected by
conflict and the extreme effects of climate change. In a confounding finding, though, the report says that
child under-nutrition rates continue to drop, although one in four children is still affected by stunting.
These are averages and do not reflect the disparities among regions, within countries and between States.
Yet, the impact of the economic downturn, many violent conflicts, fall in commodity export revenues, and
failure of agriculture owing to drought and floods are all making food scarce and expensive for many.
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They represent a setback to all countries trying to meet the Sustainable Development Goal on ending
hunger and achieving food security and improved nutrition.

India’s efforts at improving access to food and good nutrition are led by the National Food Security Act.
There are special nutritional schemes for women and children operated through the States. In spite of
such interventions, 14.5% of the population suffers from undernourishment, going by the UN’s
assessment for 2014-16. At the national level, 53% of women are anaemic, Health Ministry data show.
What is more, the Centre recently said it had received only 3,888 complaints on the public distribution
system (PDS) over a five-year period. All this shows that the Centre and State governments are woefully
short on the commitment to end undernourishment. Institutions such as the State Food Commissions
have not made a big difference either. Distributing nutritious food as a public health measure is still not a
political imperative, while ill-conceived policies are making it difficult for many to do this. The report on
nutritional deficiency should serve as an opportunity to evaluate the role played by the PDS in bringing
about dietary diversity for those relying on subsidised food. In a report issued two years ago on the role
played by rations in shaping household and nutritional security, the NITI Aayog found that families below
the poverty line consumed more cereals and less milk compared to the affluent. Complementing rice and
wheat with more nutritious food items should be the goal.
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