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Saving Taj

No one firm can protect the mausoleum, government must play a role

Amidst growing concerns about the deterioration of the Taj Mahal
in Agra, Uttar Pradesh government has floated the idea of the
Unesco world heritage site being brought under the Centre’s
‘Adopt a Heritage Scheme’ that allows public and private
companies to care for monuments. This approach, however, will
not suffice. A public or private firm can ensure the cleanliness of
the monument and provide amenities like toilets and drinking

2 water. But what ails the Taj today is a deep deterioration of the
surrounding environment. From the general rise in air pollution to the utter degradation of the Yamuna
river, several factors have combined to rob the Taj of its lustre.

Thus, a firm can’t be expected to turn the Taj around. For example, one of the reasons for the
discolouration of the Taj’s white marble is the sharp increase in the population of tiny, non-biting midges
in the Yamuna. Their green faeces gives the Taj a green tint. The growth of the midges in turn is due to the
Yamuna having practically gone dead in Agra, thanks to drains between Panipat and Agra discharging
untreated wastewater into the river.

Plus, wood burning crematoriums continue to operate near the mausoleum. All of this necessitates a
comprehensive approach to the preservation of the Taj. To be fair, UP government is not unaware of this.
Its vision document filed in the Supreme Court prescribes measures such as no construction on Yamuna
floodplain, reducing dependency on petrol and diesel in the heritage zone and increasing tree cover. But
lack of implementation continues to be a challenge. The deterioration of the Taj exemplifies why
subcontinent sized India attracted just 10 million tourists last year compared to tiny Singapore’s 17
million. Tourism needs a more comprehensive approach.

Date: 26-07-18

Maratha Stir

Violent agitations for caste reservations are a symptom of jobs crisis
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The Supreme Court has denounced mobocracy in the context of
India’s lynching epidemic. Another aspect of mobocracy is evident
in the violent turn to the Maratha reservation agitation, which
started out as a peaceful movement. Resorting to arson and
vandalism to make a point only undermines the protesters’ cause.
The violent Jat quota agitation and how it rapidly petered out is
worth recalling. It is incumbent on the Maharashtra government to
restore law and order and on the leaders of the Maratha stir to
ensure that it stays within the bounds of peaceful protest.

Along with the violence, the government must also grapple with a fundamental problem: why are
dominant landowning communities like Patidars, Marathas and Jats demanding reservation? The
questions lead to government’s door and it can no longer kick the can down the road by promising more
reservations. If Marathas are granted OBC status, then castes currently benefiting from reservation are
certain to agitate.

Maratha dominance in land ownership has not cushioned the blow from falling farm incomes and a
paradoxical situation of social insecurity as backward groups carve out their niche in education and
government jobs. China as well as east Asian countries rode to prosperity on the back of a massive shift of
workforce from agriculture to industry. India has struggled unsuccessfully to replicate this pattern even
as avenues for upward mobility like IT jobs are drying up. Groups like Marathas find themselves
squeezed from both ends. Agriculture is in crisis and lack of jobs in the formal economy make
government service an attractive option for educated youth. But there are only so many of these jobs to
go around, leading to heartburn.

If social justice is the cornerstone of the reservation policy, India is at a juncture where social justice can
only be ensured by creating jobs on a large scale. As for reservations, they should be confined to SC/ST
groups or economically underprivileged individuals. With a median age of 27 and over 60% of population
in working age, communities turning violent for a share of the measly reservation pie indicate a larger
problem of joblessness we are unwilling to confront or admit. Political discourse in advanced
democracies often centres on how to create more jobs. India too must find solutions in this domain.
Here’s a clue: step up the gas on economic reforms.

Date: 26-07-18

How to Check Lynching

The political class must stand unitedly against it, technology must be harnessed

The internet is a technology that empowers. It is also a platform that can disempower. It can build
bridges or dismantle them. Through dialogue it can help us search for truth, but it can also perpetuate
falsehood through the breakdown of dialogue. Technology in safe hands is a multiplier for public good; in
unsafe hands it can do unimaginable public harm. It can provide a tool for terrorists to execute their
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demonic designs, for the mafia to peddle drugs, exploit children and profiteer from flesh trade, and
provide a platform for every unsocial and destructive activity. It can target individuals, spark communal
riots, and give momentum to political and ideological indoctrination.

Now rumour mongering and mob lynching are becoming everyday events. Proliferation of fake news
across the internet has become a societal menace. I realised way back in 2010, after taking over as
minister for telecommunications and IT, the enormous harm the platform is capable of. As we browsed
through the internet we found content that could inflame passions, encourage societal schisms and cause
riots.

[ met, sometime in late 2011, representatives of Facebook, Google, Microsoft, Yahoo and others and
shared my concerns with them. I asked them to figure out a solution, if possible, to deal with such content
which have serious implications for societal equanimity. This was interpreted as an assault on freedom of
the internet. Such is the power of these platforms that any attempt to prevent victimisation on such
platforms is taken as an assault on freedom of speech. Those were early days. Neither those accessing
these platforms nor governments realised the full power of the medium. My fears have been proved right.
Since then we have witnessed events that have created panic and breached societal peace.

Way back in 2012, SMSs and rumours on social media platforms led to the exodus of north-easterners
from Bengaluru. They were gripped by panic and insecurity. The 2013 riots in Muzaffarnagar were
attributed to a fake video circulated on Facebook. Violence against Muslims in Myanmar in 2012
triggered violence in Ahmedabad and Mumbai. Vadodara was in the grip of weeklong riots in October
2014, on account of a morphed image posted on the net.

An angry mob went on a rampage in Pune in June 2014 when morphed images of Shivaji and Hindu gods
were shared on Facebook and WhatsApp. Sadiq Sheikh, a Muslim IT professional unconnected with the
circulation of such images, was killed by a mob while returning home after offering namaz. Such images
shared on platforms in the virtual world results in outbreak of rivalries between communities, genders
and religions. In Baduria, West Bengal, an offensive Facebook post led to a clash between two
communities in July 2017.

We now know that videos fuelling rumours of child lifting - that led to recent lynchings by mobs in Dhule,
Maharashtra - were manipulated. Some of the clippings were from Bengaluru, Karachi and Syria. The
platforms on which these images run riot are now being asked to find solutions. The Supreme Court
hopes and expects the government to introduce anti-lynching legislation. The New York Times is quiet. |
guess they realise, as they should have earlier, that no freedoms are absolute; that victims and societal
peace need to be protected; that freedom to use such platforms to perpetrate crimes, to defame, abuse,
lynch and kill is a deeply flawed concept.

The problem is that an anti-lynching legislation is not a solution to this menace. Laws are no deterrents
when mindsets are polluted, with silent support from those who encourage the culture of hate. In the last
four years we have seen how this culture has seeded, mushroomed and spread; how the aloof silent
majority watches members of the Muslim minority and Dalits lynched in public.

We have also witnessed investigators protect the accused and accuse the victims. If investigating agencies
collaborate with lynch mobs, then culpability will fall squarely at the doorstep of the state. No legislation
will help prevent such complicity. To ask platforms to intervene is no solution either, because the nature
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of the medium does not allow for pre-censorship. If not these platforms, there are other means to spread
rumours.

Such platforms, of course, must endeavour to develop technologies which upon discovery of such content
eliminate it. Technology must immediately douse the spreading fire. Limiting forwards of photos, videos
and messages to five chats in India and removal of the quick forward button next to media messages by
WhatsApp is a welcome step. We need a three-pronged strategy. First, the political class must speak in
one voice and announce zero tolerance against those who use and attempt to use such platforms for
inciting violence. For that, polarisation of society for electoral gains must stop.

Second, the Election Commission may consider making hate speech an electoral offence. Third,
anonymity must not be allowed to be used as a shield when morphed images or rumour mongering
spreads hate. Social media platforms must with alacrity disclose the identity of the source spreading
venom. The law must get at the source and visit the persons identified with deterrent punishment. Target
those who use the medium for inciting violence and those who take the law into their own hands. The
government will be ill advised to target the medium. Instead, rumour mongering and hate speech must be
targeted to protect free speech.

The Economic 'TIMES Date: 26-07-18

Picture of a Healthier India

Sometime over the next few weeks — most likely in his Independence Day speech — Prime Minister
Narendra Modi will formally launch what has already been billed as the world’s biggest public healthcare
programme, Ayushman Bharat, or the National Health Protection Mission (AB-NHPM). The scheme was
announced in the 2018-19 Budget and approved by the Cabinet in March. It will vault over all other social
welfare projects of the NDA government, like Swachh Bharat, free LPG connections to the poorest
families, electricity to all homes, and Jan Dhan bank accounts. It will take years for Ayushman Bharat to
be rolled out, but it will gratify what you might call the final-year itch. These go-for-broke compulsions
kick in several months before a general election. They are always pro-poor, populist and profligate.

To recap, Ayushman Bharat will target 107.4 million ‘poor and vulnerable’ families identified by the 2011
Socio Economic and Caste Census — at least 500 million individuals, or about 40% of the population.
(Never mind that by the time it is in place, these numbers will be nearly a decade old and probably an
underestimate.) A defined-benefit scheme, Ayushman Bharat guarantees insurance of up to Rs 5 lakh per
family for secondary and tertiary healthcare. Beneficiaries will pay no premium, and the central and state
governments will share the premium costs. How much will it cost? Officials I spoke with estimate the
average premium will not exceed Rs 1,000 per family. So, full enrolment may cost the exchequer up to Rs
10,000 crore. (Nagaland has quoted an annual premium of only Rs 444 per family.)

As welfare schemes go, Ayushman is dwarfed by the Rs 1.43 trillion spent by the government on food
subsidies under the National Food Security Act (NFSA) in 2017-18. NFSA was pushed through by UPA 2
in September 2013 — a few months before a general election that it lost. It is also important to remember
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that none of these schemes is an Eureka innovation. They are based on, and expand, an idea that
somebody else thought of. NFSA pledged between 3 and 7 kg of subsidised rice, wheat and coarse grains
to over 800 million people, or two-thirds of the population, plus free meals to pregnant women, lactating
mothers, malnourished children and the destitute.

More of the Same

Although the BJP criticised the food security scheme, which expanded efforts by previous governments to
sell subsidised foodgrains to India’s poorest, it had no option but to implement it. The Modi government,
using digitisation of public distribution system (PDS) records, has tried to curb leakages, cancelling 27.5
million fake ration cards, and linked 194 million ration cards to Aadhaar. Reading between these lines, it
is clear it costs a lot to keep millions of Indians in poverty. Although the government is experimenting
with direct transfers of food subsidies to beneficiaries, the base prices of rice and wheat are nearly two
decades-old and bear no resemblance to market prices — hence the huge subsidies.

Ayushman Bharat will subsume the Rashtra Swasthya Bima Yojana (RSBY), which was launched in 2008
by the UPA government. That was the year the UPA announced three stimulus packages that included a
Rs 71,000-crore farm loan waiver. The recklessness continued after the UPA won the election, and the
budget deficit hit a ruinous 6.8% of GDP in 2009-10. As a first stab at near-universal healthcare for the
poor, RSBY was a good scheme. It promised annual insurance of Rs 30,000 per family and targeted below
poverty line (BPL) families, expanding later to include categories like construction workers, railway
porters, street vendors and domestic workers. Beneficiary families used smart cards and only had to pay
a one-time Rs 30 registration fee.

RSBY lost momentum after the UPA lost power. Originally designed to cover 70 million households by
2017, the latest data show that it has shrunk to 15 states, and only 36.3 million families have been
enrolled from a targeted total of 59.1 million as of March 2017. RSBY premiums were capped at Rs 750
per family annually.

As you can see, the devil will be in the details of Ayushman Bharat. It will issue e-cards to beneficiary
families, but they have to be identified, informed and persuaded to enrol. Most state governments have
signed up, including reluctant ones like West Bengal and Rajasthan that had its own Bhamashah
programme targeting a wider population. A couple of states are holding out — Odisha, which will go to
the polls simultaneously with the Lok Sabha, and Telangana, where the old and more comprehensive
Aarogyasri health insurance scheme of the Congress era has been adopted and expanded by the current
Telangana Rashtra Samithi (TRS) government.

Right Prescription

Ayushman offers 135 packages, compared with RSBY’s 70. Memoranda of understanding (MoUs) have to
be signed with a host of state and private insurers. “The insurers are salivating,” a public health official
said, over the potential new business. In March, Indu Bhushan was lured from a 21-year career with the
Asian Development Bank to be the CEO of Ayushman Bharat. Bhushan, who was Director-General of the
ADB’s East Asia division, has worked on mass healthcare programmes in Thailand — where the popular
30-baht scheme led to universal coverage — Vietnam and Mongolia. Like Parameswaran Iyer, who left a
World Bank job to lead the Swachh Bharat programme, Bhushan is a former IAS officer.
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THR @RI TIH BHeAl & #geicd FASA Hed (TATEd) H UAgias’ Jeftl a3 Fehell 3cUIG o9l
T 50 gfaerd Fa1 e Fr 9ivom & A Acag a6 T A5 AT FETET W g1 3% Jaad Hr ferr 7
QR HT 37T ST Bl TER o @% dil W 30 fhder AW wicH &gl g olfdhed SR o 38 ol 331
gfaferar & Fifd Haar & Fd @ H gaad doR 87 S| HIR W AT H ST & dIg i
AERHRIfdd FATT Ao AT AT 9 36 aR AcRe &l 9T FY ARSI & 0 st & Tohd A &
5T 14 5t fr Hraa Tos 715 397 T 12 37 oY voATad @ Fhr Fod TR W FRISR ) BT &1 Tg
fRTae nfaeiis vATad @ 30 A d% ¢ I 50 #Aves @ f A9 vy e 336, 3N AR
HIT T DA HIA-3707 THTHS & 34 & 42 BT deh o g1 dhael S AR fder & ar ot 5| &
TSt AT AT FAYT Hed @ IW g1 3R S Hoh AT AT Al FH Helg & &G & T H 9 o5
39s #SAT # 3weh o HrAdl 7 AR 3w FRrae 31 @ g1 fhaEt B sad 3R iftew Fehare gel

AU THUE & FAGE H JHE T & ToIT 06 ATT-TTYT 37 AISTAT3T hI GO it aifgw A SieTehr
Wﬁﬂgaﬁﬂaﬁmﬁwq@mﬂsﬂﬁawaﬁﬁxwwﬁﬁmﬁ;ﬁﬁma:m
58 od W AR & W A & @ vAvEdr i H cgae A H S5 S el 9ig el o var wg
Hohel gt & fob OAT cHaeyr & oF] glEl| gRA Hifd & dc & & WHR AN Goll TG Hr gfshar
mm@%lwmﬂm?ﬁmﬁﬁq@dﬁdmﬁ g1 el TFe, Ig, FIE IR Th &G
e GolgeT T Wl el aTell T SHPT ol1eT fAer T T@T 81 TE ol o shael Yholer TsAt # AT @1 & o
Ig IATYT SRR gl 38 THTHUT fFTUROT arell ddAe 3109 BHEdl de AEdiRd e 3R &or & Tl
REE # o] el HeAEgiNe § Fifh SR JiAAer aran #Hisfg 78 g1 3R WhR gl TaRed
3R digT g8 e A AR T g ST o 8 SHA HATAT A aF | 39 <IIEAT T HOH d37 fFhd
g ¢ Toh 3T 3ATsT T 0T HSR THA &1 SiIaT § o1 a1 & S<i=lr Aol gl Sl &1 Flall &1 =16l 34
IR WEHR & HAA A S s fRar § a8 ey d R T & e furEsT gera 3 2019 &
3R A gl dTel ShEsT olld I €T H I@H 3811 I-7 & 3faiiSd Teih Hl fAders & foav @war
faa W A R T B

T H I 919 TOse ¢ fh 3R fhamr &7 3T e & v 3¢ B $r 3 HrAd fEorarnt g ar 3a%
T 5 W gumel fArfAd FE gRl fF SR & i grasiy Y forar v Oy cygEdr & St Al
TheTgTel 3UcledT § 38 & Ush § JALT Year amgmmmﬁmmqﬂwqim $ITCATT Totell X
A AR T oRE ATl Sl YchaT fehg FAYA| Ig a1 § § [ 57 alel A3t # & off 1 @l
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ea a8 § et FET We & HAisel & PR 9§k §&I1d1 ST dl a8 Teh O fordreT @odes Hed aAd
AT & T H 1A 3T Thdl & S IR F a8l fFv {9 a#7Ear Fi g FT ohat &l

éﬁasmm Date: 26-07-18
ATST HRETUT TeTelel T HHTHTA THIT gl

AR gE AT HAGRISE H FFSARA qTadl AST AT gras & F1§ GHY
HHATETT gl

SRR G ATl AERISE Sl SHSANA dlel FIST IRETUT HMalelel T hig BN WATUE gl g1 3FHG T8
T ST Fhcll § o 98 Yo TehehY AT g1 ST AT R Ig 3MeiaT o ¢ T 9 eash glht oRid & arcieRt
3R gRAOT & el 1 AT ik F HSH | SH 3Mcleled Sl Teh T39I dolg AT & HEIHA o, BoAdg
T FTEAVT TAGE F g 1 g1 ST 7S Hifd AT FEAT 8§ s ehia o o 7 o[ g3m &l

Ug HEIHAT T GeIYT T TS IMAT H Fhiae STl 38 GG il fear a1 3R 319 gl o @ & &
SI§ deh HEIHA 3T SIS & AU AT A8 ARE J9 de 3falelel A e glen| HEIHEN A 3R
AT AT & FT 3MeleleTshRl AT AT &1 Dol g @ &1 3T HAAH & AAcT Tl S o JFEIHAAT &
HTRATHAT T S[ST AT Bl 3oehT shgell & foh ST« AT § & 787 df 3 HA &g Tl & [ 3N Sl
g1e HIC AT S ot T & 72,000 @Wrelr qat & 16 gfaierd sk & e @ § & vog R a
gfderd sAlpRar FISd X 9T T &1 ToT TWHR o o Jgol 3 TosT g9 & iR & Frat 1 16 gfderd
3RETOT ot T GO & & AT oifehed, SiFd 818 PIC o 38 W U o9 &T| U & ATUR 30T R F ¢
ST Sl AR 9idiGRT & ATH H B

ST AT T AAToh, Aeiioren 3R 3w [BUfd & IR & Rl SRy 36T &1 =741 el |defor
39cret gl §1 FS Ta A H1 RUIE & Hales I8 Ay & 6 9 Uo7 & gaifts due 3R
3 9 §S S F AR &l 2007 T TH FIEOT g & F 374 40 gfawd IRaR Is7 Hr s
W@T ¥ M fFam &a &1 s8% 8F 3ol shlae Us difafced didell H YHIRAIT 2017 &7 T JHeqIA
Ig gdrar § & mal & 3adr 3Medr 38 yfaud § JfeheT, 39 Feat H I TU & 63 yfard gg &1 R
1 3R 3T UAT A § o ST dole HIeTaeyT # anal & gear Aged AR fA&T WK gor W e
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UG Siiael I TGl Hed &1 3R SR IR TSR $H IAJelel I T Al P Fohd dl 3§ RE & 3T
STl T THAT I & foIT JIR IGTT 93|

“ m Date: 25-07-18
Fay # @dt

gfelar 38 ded STerdg Hehe & 9 F SR & IR W §, T8 I drd I & 3 Wl &1 Hehl ¢ Tg GeRT
R & AT g1 Sliaet, geredid, Wol, S, 9gTs, ¥s A9 $Hh g9e H §| Afhad TJg The IS Th
e a1 o wrel # A€ 39S ¥ Fg Ihldh Wh @ T REA &1 R AT 3T @ A IS Ih
IRE FT g Tk Il Tl T &1 Afehed Tg AAST a9 Shrar IR g3 19 Rt R A i ey
alsel ol 3R sqehr 3ith als A vl & Ty T@as YF X A1 39 god I & &% giaar & g
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g1 T grar e aTel fasraRiier &R W EAr-uel T F i digAd A W) 81 §IFT USg /ied gl
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O fAver V| A Wl 3R ST T WS TE IR U5 @ § SEY AN & @l WA T ated
3 H SITET & oAgT ofaraf|

eI, HRA THR o ASIHHT H 50 R & I A AR fha1 81 AR & AT § & Soag 7 o a
G & Feold 8 @ 8, 3eTehl AT A Well W U5 Fehell ¢l STl AR St fafaerar o sa@ 3rod =6 ®
qredT| S Fo o g, FAN ggel R @e B A Bl IR Wl F1 wh fers ar 3R Yerar yeniad gl
ol A Wieg The WST 8 Wehell &1 HRA & THedl H 30T gk H Soldig Hehc & I Hl oIl Tg§
T WHR o & AT gl safeIv s@ahr Agar 3R §¢ S gl Fead I kg veifaar 3R geamer o
W IEIIT T B & 3R 30ME A &1 39 3T o sy Ig § 6 aa & Rarerh, afgs ax,
I Serenl AR qafay & #F S deelld 3T0E, 3T JaH SAET 38T Wl I g391| Yerar yenfaa gl
AT H T GRS A o BHell W SIarg & TG HT ST faRANor fhar g, 3@ dea 3mar §
Aahl, Ag IR ol Y YgaR A FAl 3T Wh Bl Tg A fAfE & fRar amm qEt womuiRd
eI ¢, SATAT SHHT AdEfaal B FToR3EreT JEr AT ST Feharl

V8 H AT 3odT ¢ o #AfasT & 39 @R & el & e & v g7 fhder dIrR &1 39R 3T T Tohd
ffer ¢ & T 3mTel e 7 gARY Wl WX Hehe 3 aTell ¢, TR & I 3R aref S dwarelt H dem@r
HH gl oerel, ot SR ¥ U R Wie Hehe ¥ o @7 ol sHfAT W gquemedr Rt areh shfaar sk
HIHA IR FRT St TIfRT S F &7 & g Faeasi & Fue @bl wae Fr @ fhed faswfaa &
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THE HINDU

Date: 25-07-18

Cosmetic Repair

It will now be easier for banks to sell stressed assets, but other tricky issues remain

Indian banks trying to sell their troubled assets now have one less hurdle to cross. A group of banks,
including public sector, private sector and foreign banks, signed an inter-creditor agreement on Monday
to push for the speedy resolution of non-performing loans on their balance sheets. According to the
agreement, a majority representing two-thirds of the loans within a consortium of lenders should now be
sufficient to override any objection to the resolution process coming from dissenting lenders. Minority
lenders who suspect they are being short-changed by other lenders can now either sell their assets at a
discount to a willing buyer or buy out loans from other lenders at a premium. The inter-creditor
agreement is aimed at the resolution of loan accounts with a size of ¥50 crore and above that are under
the control of a group of lenders. It is part of the “Sashakt” plan approved by the government to address
the problem of resolving bad loans. Over the last few years, Indian banks have been forced by the Reserve
Bank of India to recognise troubled assets on their books, but their resolution has remained a challenge.
According to banker Sunil Mehta, who headed a panel that recommended the plan, disagreement
between joint lenders is the biggest problem in resolving stressed assets. The government hopes that the
holdout problem, where the objections of a few lenders prevent a settlement between the majority
lenders, will be solved through the inter-creditor agreement.

Such an agreement may persuade banks to embark more quickly on a resolution plan for stressed assets.
This is an improvement on the earlier model, which relied solely on the joint lenders’ forum to arrive at a
consensus among creditors. It is, in fact, logical for joint lenders who want to avoid a deadlock to agree on
the ground rules of debt resolution prior to lending to any borrower. But the obligation on the lead lender
to come up with a time-bound resolution plan can have unintended consequences. Banks may be
compelled to engage in a quick-fire sale of stressed assets due to arbitrary deadlines on the resolution
process. This will work against the interests of lenders looking to get the best price for their stressed
assets. Also, it is often in the interest of the majority of creditors to take the time to extract the most out
of their assets. Meanwhile, the biggest obstacle to bad loan resolution is the absence of buyers who can
purchase stressed assets from banks, and the unwillingness of banks to sell their loans at a deep discount
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to their face value. Unless the government can solve this problem, the bad loan problem is likely to
remain unresolved for some time to come.

Date: 25-07-18

India Needs Smart Urbanisation

Cities require a renewal that factors in rural-urban migration

Residents of Bhavanpur, a village about 15 km outside Ahmedabad, have been protesting against their
inclusion in the city’s urban area by the local urban development authority. Similar protests have been
observed in villages elsewhere in Gujarat. It’s a strange trend, the fruits of urban development seemingly
rejected. Meanwhile, pollution in India’s urban areas seems to have sparked off a reverse migration.
Farmers from Haryana who had migrated to Delhi and Gurugram for work to escape an agricultural crisis
are increasingly going back to their farms during winter, unable to take the toxic pollution. And it’s not
just big cities. India’s urbanisation template is clearly ripe for change.

A rising number

Over 34% of India’s current population lives in urban areas, rising by 3% since 2011. More importantly,
while existing large urban agglomerations (those with a population above 50 lakh) have remained mostly
constant in number since 2005, smaller clusters have risen significantly (from 34 to 50 clusters with 10-
50 lakh population). By some estimates, India’s urban population could increase to 814 million by 2050.
And yet, cities look and feel downtrodden, riven with poverty and poor infrastructure, with little
semblance of urban planning. With an increase in urban population will come rising demands for basic
services such as clean water, public transportation, sewage treatment and housing.

Meanwhile, on the ‘Smart City’ front, while over 90 ‘Smart Cities’ have identified 2,864 projects, India lags
on implementation, with about 148 projects completed and over 70% still at various stages of
preparation. Finally, there is still an outstanding shortage of over 10 million affordable houses (despite
the government taking encouraging steps to incentivise their construction). The annually recurring
instances of floods in Mumbai, dengue in Delhi and lakes on fire in Bengaluru paint a grim picture. While
work continues, admittedly slowly, on the Delhi-Mumbai Industrial Corridor project and the bullet train,
urban India’s challenges remain manifold.

One primary problem is that of the definition of what’s urban. Urban development comes under State
governments, with the Governor notifying an area as urban based on parameters such as population,
density, revenue generated for the local administration and percentage employed in non-agricultural
activities. This notification leads to the creation of an urban local government or municipality, classifying
the area as a “statutory town”. With such a vague definition, discretionary decisions yield a wide variance
in what is considered a town. The Central government considers a settlement as urban if it has a urban
local government, a minimum population of 5,000; over 75% of its (male) population working in non-
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agricultural activities; and a population density of at least 400 per sq. km. However, many States consider
such “census towns” as rural, and establish governance through a rural local government or panchayat.
Consider the case of Dabgram, in West Bengal’s Jalpaiguri district, which is classified only as a “census
town”, while having a population more than 120,000 and located just 3 km from Siliguri.

Another issue is the low level of urban infrastructure investment and capacity building. India spends
about $17 per capita annually on urban infrastructure projects, against a global benchmark of $100 and
China’s $116. Governments have come and gone, announcing a variety of schemes, the Jawaharlal Nehru
National Urban Renewal Mission included, but implementation has been mostly inadequate, with
exploration of financing options limited as well. For example, Jaipur and Bengaluru collect only 5-20% of
their potential property tax — how can urban local bodies be sustainable without enforcing this?
Meanwhile, urban institutions also suffer from a shortage of skilled people.

Finally, there needs to be a systemic policy to deal with urban migration. Internal migration in India is
very closely linked to urban transitions, with such migration helping reduce poverty or prevent
households from slipping into it. Urban migration is not viewed positively in India, with policies often
bluntly seeking to reduce rural to urban migration. Preventing such migration can be counterproductive
— it would be better to have policies and programmes in place to facilitate the integration of migrants
into the local urban fabric, and building city plans with a regular migration forecast assumed. Lowering
the cost of migration, along with eliminating discrimination against migrants, while protecting their
rights will help raise development across the board. Consider Delhi. While historically, urban policy
sought to limit urban migration, this is now changing with a focus on revitalising cities nearby such as
Meerut, building transport links and connectivity.

Our urban policymakers also need to be cognisant of the historical context of our urban development.
Our cities have been witness to multiple transitions over the last century, with barely any time to recover
and adapt — the British creation of three metropolitan port cities, combined with the rollout of the
railway network, transformed India’s urban landscape, relegating erstwhile prominent Mughal-era towns
such as Surat and Patna into provincial backwaters. The creation of hill stations in northern India and the
advent of the plantation economy, along with industrial townships (such as Jamshedpur) transformed
trading networks. Finally, the creation of cantonments and civil lines areas, along with railway stations, in
our major cities led to the haphazard growth of urban areas away from bazaars and towards railway
terminals. Transforming them into neatly organised urban spaces will not be easy.

Towards a new model

Perhaps we need a different model of urbanisation. The announcement of a new urbanisation policy that
seeks to rebuild Indian cities around clusters of human capital, instead of considering them simply as an
agglomeration of land use, is a welcome transition. We need to empower our cities, with a focus on land
policy reforms, granting urban local bodies the freedom to raise financing and enforce local land usage
norms. For an India to shine, the transformation of its cities is necessary.
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