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In search of a conservative Indian

We are drowned today by the shrill noises from Hindu nationalists and left secularists
Gurcharan Das

The precipitous decline of Congress worries many Indians who believe that choice and a responsible
opposition are important. Democracies elsewhere offer a choice between liberals and conservatives
through a two-party system. Liberals prefer modernity while conservatives favour tradition and
continuity; liberals want rapid change, conservatives prefer it to be gradual. Conservatives tend to be
more nationalistic, religious and market oriented; liberals are more secular and oriented to social
welfare. It isn’t easy to transpose these terms to India but it can serve a useful purpose.

In India, a single party has dominated since Independence and the opposition has rarely been
constructive or effective. That single party today is BJP, having replaced Congress’s long rule. India’s two
national parties reflect partially the dichotomy between liberals and conservatives. More importantly,
many Indians feel left out. Some of them are deeply religious who seek continuity with tradition but they
do not want a ‘Hindu Rashtra’; they prefer ‘Indian’ nationalism over ‘Hindu’ nationalism. Others are
suspicious of utopias like socialism. Can conservatism give them a home?

Soon after Independence, Congress made a radical departure from traditional economic arrangements by
adopting a socialist, statist agenda. Opposition to it came from the conservative Swatantra Party, which
defended economic freedom against Congress’s Licence Raj. Although in 1991 Congress jettisoned
socialism, it has remained a reluctant reformer. Liberals within the Congress have invariably prevailed
over conservatives. Even if the dynasty were to abdicate today, it is unlikely that the party would shed its
left of centre, pro-poor, liberal, secular credentials. Those who want to transform it into a modern day
Swatantra Party are chasing wild dreams.

BJP can lay a stronger claim to conservatism based on its religious nationalism. Republicans in America,
Tories in England and Christian Democrats in Germany also provide a home for religious and nationalist
conservatives. In 2014, the mesmerising aspirational rhetoric of Narendra Modi persuaded many middle
of the road Indians to vote for a reinvigorated BJP. The Chaiwalla’s victory was compared in social terms
to the British conservative Disraeli’s Tory democracy. Although the new supporters of Modi were
religious, they did not care for Hindutva and hoped his economic agenda would prevail.

One of them was Jaithirth Rao whose forthcoming book, The Indian Conservative, draws inspiration from
a long line of conservative Indian thinking from Ram Mohan Roy (and even the Mahabharata) through
Bankim Chatterjee, Vivekananda, Lajpat Rai, Rajagopalachari, BR Shenoy, and others. Like a good
conservative, Rao values continuity and regards the modern Indian state as successor to the British Raj.
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He appreciates the British for unifying India and leaving a legacy of Enlightenment values, enshrined in
our Constitution. He offers a provocative counterfactual: what if the governors of Bombay and Madras
had been independent and had reported directly to London (as Ceylon’s governor did), independent India
might have been a much shrunken nation. Rao believes that the tragic Partition of India might have been
avoided if Baldwin had prevailed over Churchill and India given dominion status in the 1930s.

In the 19th century ferment, Ram Mohan Roy wanted Indians to tap into their rich intellectual traditions,
modernise and reform them. In response Bankim, the Arya Samaj, and others preferred to revive them
instead. This opposition continues today. Ramachandra Guha asked a few years ago, ‘where are India’s
conservative intellectuals? His premise, like Jaithirth Rao’s, is that conservative intellectuals could help
BJP modernise its ideology; shed its divisive, majoritarian mindset; and broaden its appeal to today’s
young, aspiring Indians.

Someone like Edmund Burke (father of modern conservatism) might even help bring closure to the
wounds of Partition that have been reopened by the change in Kashmir’s status. Liberals, from Nehru
onwards, have tried but failed to bring about a non-resentful assimilation of Kashmiris into India. Might a
conservative today, someone like Rajagopalachari (the only self-styled Indian conservative) succeed?
Burke, after all, did bring closure to the restless English mind over the violent French Revolution that was
as startling and tragic as our bloody Partition. His message was a conservative credo: stop chasing
utopias and worry about common decencies.

We do not hear voices of moderate Hindus or Muslims in contemporary Indian public life. They are
drowned by the shrill sounds of Hindu nationalists and left secularists. Both have failed us. Once upon a
time public figures like Gandhi, Maulana Azad, and Vivekananda spoke with credibility to the silent
majority of religiously minded Indians. We could do with such persons today who will dare to ask, why
do we need Hindu nationalism in a nation where 80% are Hindus?

The problem with left secularists, on the other hand, is that they were once socialists and only see the
dark side of religion - intolerance, murderous wars and nationalism; they forget that religion has given
meaning to humanity since civilisation’s dawn. Because secularists and Hindu nationalists speak a
language alien to the aam admi, they are only able to condemn communal violence but not stop it as
Gandhi could in East Bengal in 1947.

We should have no illusions today about the rise of a contemporary, conservative party like the
Swatantra. Our best hope is the spread of conservative ideals within the two national parties. It could
result in a softer, more inclusive BJP and a more market friendly Congress. A conservative temper would
help make Indians more comfortable with the free market and governments would not have to reform by
stealth. It would further communal harmony, not by weaning people away from religion but encouraging
moderate religious leaders to speak up for a decent, inclusive polity. The conservative ideal of
modernising tradition is certainly worth embracing in a deeply traditional society like India.
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Let's Go with the Jal Shakti Flow
Ashok Malik

In 1951, per-capita water availability in India was just over
5,000 cu m per year. In 2011, it was 1,545 cu m. The figure
has almost certainly come down since. Should it drop
below 1,000 cu m per year, India will formally become a
water-scarce country for the first time in its 5,000-year
history.

If water availability is a problem, inequality in access is
even more so. India has 180 million rural households.
About 33 million have access to piped water; a little over

, . 145 million don’t. The Jal Jeevan Mission (JJM), announced
by Prlme Mmlster Narendra MOdl aims to provide tap water to all of these households by 2024. This
means 4.5 times more houses have to be linked to piped water in the coming five years than has been
done in the past 72 years.

The mission constitutes one of Gol’s biggest infrastructure outlays. ." 3,50,000 crore (roughly $50 billion)
will be spent on the project. That comes to ." 70,000 crore a year on cement, pipes, pumps, equipment,
construction, wages, conservation, revival of water bodies, skill building, institution creation —
everything. Spent wisely, this will be a boon not just to rural society, health and equity, but also to the
rural economy.

Yet, JJM is not merely about construction and contracts. It flows from a larger philosophy and an
integrated approach to water-related issues that caused the prime minister to merge several
departments and create the Ministry of Jal Shakti by the merging of the ministry of water resources, river
development and Ganga rejuvenation and the ministry of drinking water and sanitation. In part, Modi is
scaling up his lessons from Gujarat. In a wider sense, he is seeking to inculcate a responsible and
responsive relationship with water. At meetings, he frequently uses two phrases: the ‘value of water’, and
the ‘water footprint’ of human and economic activity.

The story of Modi’s intense engagement with water as a policy issue goes back to the early summer of
2002, when Gujarat began a familiar cycle of summertime shortages. North Gujarat, Saurashtra and Kutch
had a chronic water scarcity. On an average, dams and reservoirs there were filled to 24-25% of capacity.
Exasperated by the endless plans for water trains and tankers, Modi told Gujarat’s civil servants, “I don’t
want to just manage the situation, [ want a solution.”

Within six years, he had his results. From 2008, the water table in Gujarat has actually been rising. 80% of
households in the state have access to piped water. A network of canals takes the floodwaters of south
Gujarat to Saurashtra and other water-scarce regions to irrigate farmland, recharge groundwater and fill
dams and reservoirs. 2019 saw abundant rains. Those dams and reservoirs — once filled to no more than
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a quarter of capacity — have been completely filled twice. A pioneering state water grid covers three-
fourths of Gujarat — 14,000 of 18,500 villages.

Enlightened water policy needs infrastructure. But more than that, it requires institutions with local and
village ownership. Both JJM and the Jal Shakti Abhiyan — a preparatory campaign to empower local
communities, in cooperation with state and Gol agencies, and work towards water conservation in 256
water-stressed districts — are designed for village-level ownership.

Intrinsic to JJM is rejuvenation of rivers, as well as other local water sources. Augmenting water
availability is the sum of several efforts: conservation and revival; recycle and reuse of water (including
grey water); rainwater harvesting; judicious use of water for farming (an expansion of ‘per drop, more
crop’); efficient use of water in industry; in situ treatment of waste, rather than transporting it long
distances using copious quantities of water.

Labelling products, or pushing industry to benchmark optimal use of water, is a distinct possibility. A
relook at water-guzzling sugarcane — with a value chain that sucks in subsidies at various stages — may
finally be attempted. Reimagining the public health engineering department (PHED) as not just a
technical body but also as a public utility that oversees water entitlements as well as pricing of such
entitlements is a goal. Digital sensors could facilitate remote monitoring of household water supply and
quality, and eliminate tedious meter readings.

In any community, water is intensely political. Modi hopes to decentralise water source revival, recharge
and distribution, with the community taking control. Particularly exciting will be the mandatory
participation of women — the biggest gainers from assured supply — in water management. Such
devolution will be incentivised by Gol, linked to milestones state governments and gram panchayats must
reach, and hand-held by

NGOs. For instance, JJM could tie up with the skill development ministry to train village women to
measure turbidity and quality. If all this succeeds, water will be the Modi administration’s true
revolution.

Date:24-10-19
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HRA AR ISR qifchedrsT & T da1d §, 9¢ QT & 9Hd ¢ Aifd o & TET 3R s @l gara
3EH g S0 3R gRUMH 3hegaT gl JfeheT 0O & AR sdaciiaie Afzar # 5 g sifeeaT &
ar ofel & 3R HRA & TR ole Grftreer Rers wieh) & w3 7 o T 39eThd FA SAEhRT
@A Tl T A@-A@HT gifhedisil 987 &l AT AT & 3R 3R A8 W ARG Jiaseh off 3&r
g H qard § T 319 GAG 37 AT § S U B ACAAGd I AT V| IHY Sielel H Teh H1d Yer gl
g, a8 weR o garg # e & 3R @gr o 3R @E @HT @1 goAg FE g7 9drl Iie hl HUR §TS-
SAfear| AfEAT &7 Fasha IRAR ATl R 3T & NG ST B eI R@r-@ea R« e
CaTd ST o aTfehEclel H S 3Mciehl HXIAT I o 7o R fonell oY oA oY ggahanT| HId=ATioih Jeer
& AN AR YATH 33 gl 9T 3H SPel-gald & 3HEN| el defell & #go7 & 3R NS sheled & (TEIR)
% 3ARUFT Farha! FET TET A § o fhE gl o WIS &, DS &, gER AR AT GAA & AT T
FHC TcH T & & T A HRA-Uh FHEAT H fere el Bisd U qdqran| T ERA Aw@w A Fg
fSrehcl & TE A ST § 39 T3 1| Sciioll I§ glar ¢ fob Al & w181 PR W o gara usa e gl
®A @ HH 3 Heal W oeT 9 olel & aedidehr STeiehr quws’l‘cﬁ%(waﬁﬁw,m
Rufd & R & 1 JRAET gTeTd & AcGeToR) AT HISA &l AT TR 8l g, Hdem TWHR iR
Yol 9N B o1 =MfgCl & Hugen! & o Heal W ENRW T Joner HiT Ser6 gaehiRar A 3afara
ATelieTall 3R AUl R @RU| T S # JoH 377 Avgdig & AT goig 3mars & Ul AR AgATET
O UIfRET T Ao T RE Aol I I W ol IJEH H @l 3 Fhd § W SHY AT W 7 g1 ol
A, o & WA TTfehedle] Heol §e1 STl § o & AfFaiell AR Hival o@rdr 81 g, Sl T
giaT § o soleciioien Af3ar & AETdS fearfovass &1 FSer g S &

aigﬁu'- Date:24-10-19

SOagR &Y Hel f&arm aar rdemey

FoEfed gFEAES , (AGF R #A@T § €T T FOEFER §)

' TUTHAT g AET & gl # AFHCIR{A & g dec W
gl IR W T aST waw Al S Rw gee ¥ oS
SATGEING YA &I Tk 3R 3eqdr Aerer wgr o
hll &, S #RA H eTGgIReh deord ol ¥ o1 &1 ay
2018-19 #r 3w THET H 3§ W TS Tioe 3Tl I8
t 5 e dgd & #Ayd ¥ FY IIERIT dedrdl @l
AT & &A1 S FehaTl Bl feh TATH sAIfdan Tl & TN
Wwﬁ?ﬁ% mw*mmmﬁm%ammwmmmmmﬁ
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3EAIg gaet| Ife FIS e Ugd 1 TG A GHSIAT IIgd & df 3T doFd TG HfeT 9 39
ST & T gog ©g o1 HT el FERT g1 3R 38 il W sfuset 38 d¢ adh i & @ o
gI? ek Ugel & HALIA U SUEEIRS Feolld & folglel @ Ig AT Hecd Ul §? U6 SHIAU 3H g, Fifeh
R AU & fBetid g e dlehd 3R HASIRAT § FHoFd el STAT AT §, oifehel e &
U @I SAGEIRE 3emET W o § St g gHR 3[SU & WY AT & F7 H & J@r g1 A
cUdER, cATAETReh JIART §H 3T a1d T IR FAd § [ dod cIdgR $r &M &F 9l & A% 98 &
AEIH § H8 IR far Jv|

HRA H STg1 HIATGTh Td WiEhidieh Hleleh olldil & YIGR T THTTAA el H A {[HAPT 37aT XA §, a8l
§AR SYAEN H AES IRAde] ol & folglel & caragiNeh 3RS Ush HAgcaqul ATEH HISd &1 Hehell
gl e & dt W omereraeh ATHIoIeh HATelehl &l FhRIcHS Jgdl GaRT AR fAFar f&ar s @ehar &1 saa
§AR G 3R GsIE a1 d ofer 3meel gl 8, ol &7 Ta & Siisl ¢@ Fohd & qET, fdehed Il qaT
g Tl carIeh fAfSeaar & aefid Qe 3R guTiRufdarg are fRswed & 9 Ed &1 39 WfSeaar @
e dee 3R dead a1 F AREd @ F1S T AT 81 O 7 39 faswedt @ yanfad R faer &
qifod c¥agR FI Wchga f&Ir ST Thdr g1 diRT, 3R gAR folv 31T 3edl o fRaX aedTT T&el
Aol BIaT &1 T A Weh TueT 3R gl [T 1T 3 HAT H TG Fa § FAgR H dgad &l e
¢t # Acg A Bl

i g st & gRe WHR Tgel & Thel STIGEIND Feolldl Hl HA T & ol g1 o9& TaB-aEr ger3i
I ggdT @ Sifelen araaﬁmamaaaﬁgéélswmaﬁaﬁqmﬂwaﬁyasmﬁmw
ARG e & ARAG ¥ Y& U 7T Johr fag sled S AP o o ARy a3t dr afed @
Gifehd FIA §T HIGEIRD deondl i el & g1 39 TeAIRE § IS 6 TFeh TIT &of arel el it
I ST W Y& T T Fao AR JPAA & dgd TaeoNRRPAT H IJTUROT 8 AagiRe dead a=
H R Tgd & egid H 3 @AC &l W TAH T g8 & AR 398 Al @@ & a@ry A
HATAT, TS AR 3R A 3ol & SIRT HIATOh Seelld & Hgcdlhigl Tois ol fY TGrT S Fehel
g1 STET o9 SEnE-ad genh S AfHAN § 9gd Aee fAen ¥, I dAfw AW & v wifceny
AT A AR §1 AR It F ARt A i AT I § 3R 397 Tuse 3edw § F e gaAret
H T 1 FEA QT §, 98 TG HT I gaT §1 39 Wl H Heal B GWA §U HHEACT H SR
H@mwﬂmﬁ?mwmm,wﬁémﬁcqqsliaﬁdgdﬁmaﬂ%ﬁwﬁﬁ
W &1 37 AT F & 3w T dgA-RAew deEy FT A AT S Thar B sHF U agH
AYeaTdT Fr ¢dl a6 IR Ao aear & Sia Fr ¢ar T 3T giar gl Tdik O Afgell & of&d 9 &
SIS Y W AT SR & i S B

3ARET, faeet 3 siteeforar S ot 7 Wl o saraeiRe Tgesht W Ak &t & fow Ay swsar g
W g1 318 Hehd oY TeITel Sfadl §el1$ Sl 81 q#ATe 31TReTash Tho! H 309 d=d & Teh Aol 3R
qels X Gfdwel F FA Agcd &d &1 9 gTd & gRERd H UG dF Thell Gorg H RIS A E
dATH ot OF o §, S 39 gedl T FT Wil & AT W FoT A §, el J UGS H @ 30 A WA
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gl &1 ASHIER A A fAferd 3ifNemashl 1 Jg7 g drr Sirar & 6 a<d &1 T 3R G d Tepel
oIS T 31l 3iAd 3THGAT & T FAT FHHRIUT dF Fhdl 87 ST T H 33ARST H T gramor ¥
Jeolld o alel I gad H 40 gfard T Feld<l T &l I3 ol W W gAed 907 o gl & R0
3dell §9d olgl X 9Td, fodell O e agd gl el 0 AAY @rar $r dereher Fr 95 FEH dad &
U RIS o6 I Tgae ¥ Tl O AR #1 fashed AL ATl TRl 30 dfdwrd A 36 faswed @
AT o1 U AT H g gad U 74 gfdwd I¢ AT der 396l ATSHRIar 3R FhRIcAS 9O &
3eTTa H €1 AT TId AL R 1| A9 Y AT F 3 3olh oedl F Ahe el F fov fFafad s @
Uk Tl Hl ITT| hdel Seal HeRll & eF W Iad R & o vfaerd Tl & 75|

RS- 3o dret & Hfer # R aonedh §, et § 98 T gU o el 1 o B §
& sus Fde @ aRUMHE g TFhd §? 3 @ @Wlie & Faer & e ¥ [uea & o snher
H 3RE H A fSellaly &1 Jard g3 $HE 3RS JA9T 70 YA 9 IAT| Tg YA $S QH AT A
qarE SiaRd Hed TS H oA &A1 AT gl A W 3ETEN0T Wk Ugel & 3EH BrIal @ afd §
q Y TGEINE dGolld ol H TgHIF & Tohd 6l AR Tl &l 3T ohg THR aRT &l 35 gl AT e

gall #H INSTATT S W@ FO 3D AR & 39y il it g e 4 siser =fgv|
W=y

FI gl ?1 Date:23-10-19

g1t aifge afoiee e+

EE L Co

SEH o g o O RA F gar A A PRET F o drer A FH e S deaeHl G o el g,
3HRT HHIECl O HT HIS 3T U holglel g1 A Hebr g1 AAfehed T &I TSN ool H T & 4l
578 B I WA B AT F AT F AR IR Th S T HAHPIRAT & FA Al TS g A ol
TAHHT & Gl oTcd &I G oldlell| Gehlehc TET ¢ b o $o anl # eeh-uraehiar el geraf &
TERYT 1 ST 3HSST o I g1 IHAT foheiR Gl o el a9y gl arell @ urefAt & gfaefea gow
T SEIATS T ¢ o &l-ad =1 oo §¢ IR g

Aleeh Uerf T 398 F T H AN & Iod Toled T g 3T o7 Sl & & 8T & AN & 397 a&md
& $E 93 YRl H HTHIZ g3 ¥, IR T & IR F FWIS-RIS T 9F H IYFAF A% H AT WAe g8 ¢
A, 81T H FIAR ¥ ggol AOTR-FIER 3R O e ao o1 a5 25 favell g5 &1 @9 (Toaehr
TSR PHAT 125 A5 & 9 &) THs S 8 UH §35 Yhe HT HSTHIF g3 &l ord & AT g5 HT Ig
QY Eeell-TeI3R, HET 92T, IR 9o 3R Toiedred fol Sl Y| grar § 7 feelr gfore & waerer do
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S R or grel & 10 93 3TRAT T S Fla 24 & FUS T gUsT WA 7 g, 3T g8 Fafr
ASIRATS af 3l e ARG & FREIR fFar =r &1 i a-ax asf & g8 399 aw=r $ir
3ae 3R FTREAREr o s §1 ST o1 Wr ¢ F ool d M werd gad samer rwanfaea 3R 39+
dI¢ AUTe, UIfhEdrd, P IR AR F T qgud g, 3R Tgr @uT I & 9 399 T F QU
feeelr ¥ U, foeet 3R AR 3ARE of aF # Feas & I &1 57 WU H TH § A U
TGEIThigel, FAF-FATF 3R HifseT ST 398 AT &

dq dl 398 dER W Y U dlell THRT TSHTAAT HEAST HT a/ar Sl 8, $oT AHc H F3fy rpanfargr
ar Ffl ASARATS ARG FT eRUHs o AT &, AfheT P I21 ATHST AT 33T Usd & AY H FRER
UEel ¥ ¥ SAET AR ¥ alsaA-H0 ofeTell &1 HaTeT 35aT § o ool gfom &1 Fderel Aol FA §ARY
T TITaAT &R &1 Y @I 8, Sl SHellee, UiehEdlel, hanfeiedlsl, FIAR iR A9rer & 377 arelr
AT WOl Y Uk A I §1 F8T FaTol w0 BTl dlell deholiehl 3R Follel T geufaal & ff g1 gARY
TWHR & Alger M g8 wfdmee @ Tuea & v e 18 Jedie & & 8, a7 & Rar aew
@ IR A O §Fd deh dehfoush gar3it @ fiede fear S g1 JeFd Asg A7 & Sollel T 37 geufd @r
AT dF & 8, ofehet Alger damUet & e & af¥d FABAT 1 gersr YE B A0 ar 39 @i w
SoTSl A H eH & I Arel a6 97 g SN Toh FATAT Tg o § oF o7el &1 A & IS Jash A 3qh
qRSIel SollaT faller amgd 8, oifthel 3R 3o¢ 51 Rfehcar geufaat 3R gomer & &g &1 gar & 16T gl

IR ¥ TWER & AT &= % goarg 3R gur &al w) e ¢, owa g & gt TReer  @9a
el gl Gorpa I8 o § fr a1em % v @ sodh a AT =16l T g, dfesd A7 & RN &R-eR
I & bl H T 3791 ST thell ofd g1 o1, 2 & FALAT ST Gad deh A el g, dfesd
TSl T RATUM HAT TUT H g, ool & Thol-alcoll & A o aeal & 79 § gT [Well FaAldl &l
AT §1 BTend A § b USTEATT & T 330 F1 3G AT Sl o9 §, FONES & Seliged H AH eofd &
A FT YT AR W FY T AT H Holel I Bl T H Tg GAToh THEAT 8 &, S W
aiaiRes el & e, Facoe shasdel, o rerta e & g g 3R Afds Fqedi & gda &
ary 3R dedr S W §l WER 3R @A, e F 59 FHE 4 Auea & v afoed Tees s
FRATS Fel I ST o~ Tg AT 379 o Uer & &1 et aifew oY
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Keys to kingdom

Government seeks to regulate OTT platforms and access communications. But what of
its own bona fides?

Editorial

In the Supreme Court, a matter that was originally a plea for regulatory parity between internet
telephony platforms and OTT communications providers like WhatsApp, has turned into a question of
national security and the ostensible threat to democracy posed by social media platforms.The
government’s anxieties about social media date back at least to 2016, when there was a mass exodus of
workers from the Northeast from Bengaluru, panicked by rumours that they would be targeted. Recently,
the spate of fake news and lynchings across the country has intensified public fears.Now, the government
has told the court that the internet is “a potent tool to cause unimaginable disruption to the democratic
polity,” and will publish rules for its regulation in three months.

The perception of the internet has also come full circle, from the democratic force-multiplier of Arab
Spring to the foe of democracy — even in the US, where the attorney general has requested Facebook not
to deploy software which makes interception impossible.This turns the spotlight to the two issues in the
way of what would seem to be the natural response to illegal actions on the internet, technical and
political. Technically, it would mean rolling back or compromising end to end encryption, which would
affect the data security of everyone, and not only suspects.This would represent a huge step back for
privacy, which has now been recognised as a right, and is protected almost as zealously as public safety.
Dismantling or bypassing encryption could work in a climate of political probity, in which governments
can be relied upon to limit their attentions to legitimate targets. But if governments snoop obsessively
and take arbitrary action?

Social media companies have shown a reluctance to diligently police content, and Mark Zuckerberg’s
speech at Georgetown University last week spelled it out explicitly. They have opened the door to
governments seeking increased access to private communications, in the interest of public safety — and
now of democracy.But governments in India have shown themselves to be incompetent at best, and
malignant at worst, by incarcerating harmless citizens arbitrarily for trivial communications, wilfully
misreading satire as sedition and weaponising the law.This has continued even after Section 66A of the
Information Technology Act was struck down as unconstitutional by the Supreme Court, on the ground
that it offered too much latitude. Governments must demonstrate that they are able guardians of citizens’
data before they demand the security keys.
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The NREGA signal

Data that suggests young workers are increasingly turning to the scheme is a sign
that must worry policymakers

Editorial

After the contraction of factory output by 1.1 per cent in August compared to the past year, the sharp
decline in commercial credit in the year till September and other such gloomy indicators, come fresh
signs of the deepening slowdown.As this paper has reported, the proportion of young workers, those in
the age group of 18-30, in the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act or MGNREGA
scheme, has begun to rise, especially after 2017-18, when the economy was hit first by demonetisation
and later by the implementation of the GST.The number of young workers employed under the demand
driven social security scheme rose to 70.71 lakh in 2018-19 — up from 58.69 lakh in FY18 and seems to
be on an upward trajectory this year too with 57.57 lakh having been employed upto October 21 this
year.This is disturbing considering that MGNREGA is a scheme targeted at the hinterland, aiming to
provide 100 days of work to each rural household. It is clearly a reflection of the little or limited
opportunities for the young in rural India to venture out to bigger towns or cities given the slump in
construction, real estate and manufacturing and the informal sector besides services, especially the
hospitality business.

The warning signs were evident much earlier, including in the last fiscal, when the demand for work
under the MGNREGA, described once by PM Modi as the living monument of the UPA’s failure, rose
almost 10 percent compared to the previous year, given mounting rural distress and low farm support
prices.The government, however, pegged the allocation for this scheme for FY20 at Rs 60,000 crore, a
marginal decline compared to the revised estimates for the last fiscal with a minister saying that the
government did not want MGNREGA to be a programme in perpetuity.

Economists have come under fire after the global financial crisis in 2008 for their failure to predict the
downturns. Yet, it would be foolish to dismiss them downright when they diagnose problems and offer
possible solutions to surmount the challenges of an economy facing major headwinds.Nobel laureate
Abhijit Banerjee had recently pointed to what he reckoned is a worrying factor — average consumption
expenditure at 2018 prices had fallen from Rs 1,587 per person each month in 2014 to Rs 1,524 in 2017-
18 in rural areas, according to NSSO data. Banerjee has suggested raising wages under MGNREGA and
farm support prices .Hopefully, the government and policymakers will be alive to some of these
suggestions and other measures needed to revive the economy.
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Firm steps to ease the fiscal federalism tension

The Centre should not confuse uniformity for unity and must grant States the powers
to levy direct taxes

Praveen Chakravarty, is a political economist and a senior office-bearer of the Congress party

A “camel’s nose” is a metaphor from an old Arabian tale, to describe a situation where one permits a small
entry to an outsider into one’s territory, only to be soon pushed out entirely. The fiscal relationship
between the Centre and the States is fast turning into a “camel’s nose” syndrome for the States. After a
seemingly innocuous entry through the Goods and Services Tax (GST) by the Centre into the territory of
taxation powers of States, it is now arming itself to elbow the States out entirely of its fiscal powers. This
is a dangerous development, especially coming at a time when the nation is at its divisive worst.

India is a union of States. Citizens of every State elect their government independently. The primary
responsibility of such an elected government is efficient governance and accountability to its voters. An
elected government is typically granted the powers to be able to raise revenues through taxation of its
citizens and incur appropriate expenditure for their benefit.

Over the past five years, democratically elected State governments have been stripped of almost all
powers of taxation; there is an attempt to palm off the Centre’s expenditure obligation to the States and
there is now talk of even limiting expenditure powers of the States.

The meal scheme lesson

In 1982, the newly elected Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu, MG Ramachandran (MGR) wanted to expand the
midday meal programme to all 70 lakh children across 52,000 government schools to improve student
enrolment. This entailed an additional expenditure of X150 crore, which the government did not have.
MGR decided to levy an additional sales tax on goods sold in Tamil Nadu to cough up the amount needed.
The programme was then further expanded by successive governments under the Dravida Munnetra
Kazhagam, which then catapulted Tamil Nadu'’s literacy rate from 54% in 1981 to 83% in 2011. In just
three decades, Tamil Nadu was counted as one of India’s most literate States.

MGR and other Chief Ministers of Tamil Nadu did not have to rush to New Delhi to make the decision to
implement a midday meal programme and impose additional sales taxes to fund it. It was decided and
approved in Chennai. But in today’s India, MGR would have had to dash to Delhi and seek approval.

Typically, more than 80% of government’s revenues come from taxes, primarily from income tax (direct
tax) and sales taxes (indirect tax). State governments in India do not have powers to levy income taxes.
With GST, the Centre stuck its nose into the metaphorical indirect taxes tent of State governments. States
lost their sole powers to levy indirect taxes. Instead, they depend on a GST Council to determine tax rates
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and revenues, in the mischievous disguise of cooperative federalism. So, a democratically elected State
government in India can neither levy income tax nor sales tax. Representation without taxation, as the
Americans might say.

Planned steps

With its nose in the tent, the Centre is now stretching its arms and legs to capture more. It has now
proposed that there should be a permanent expenditure fund created for defence spending out of the
total tax revenue pool. The Centre keeps 52% of the total tax revenue pool and distributes 48% to all the
States and Union Territories. Instead of using its 52% share to spend on defence, the present government
wants to palm off this expenditure to all the States. This will likely further reduce the tax revenues
distributed to States for their own expenditure. Just as how in the garb of cooperative federalism the
Centre intruded into States’ taxation powers, under the garb of nationalism, it wants to further dilute the
overall tax revenue pool of the States.

If this was not enough, there is now talk, supported by the Prime Minister’s economic team, of
constituting an Expenditure Council, similar to the GST Council. Not only did States lose their taxation
powers but with this idea, they will lose its sole spending powers too. An elected Chief Minister of a State
with no discretionary powers to earn or spend for the people of the State can virtually hand over the
reins of governance to Delhi. This is not very different from how it was for provincial governments in
India during the imperialistic reign.

Powers to levy income tax

While it may seem like there is a political monopoly in India today, let us not forget the huge economic
and cultural diversity among the various States. It is a terrible mistake to presume that all of India can be
governed from Delhi. Elected State governments and leaders cannot be made dummies without any fiscal
powers for long. This fiscal federalism tension between the Centre and States can erupt into something
more dangerous and spread wide.

The one tangible solution to restore this balance is to grant State governments the powers to levy income
taxes. Since the birth of the republic, State governments have not had the powers to levy income taxes on
citizens, except for agriculture taxes which are very small. In large federal democracies such as the United
States, State governments and even local governments have the right to levy income taxes. In an India
that is now increasingly diverging, it is imperative that democratically elected State governments are
given powers to raise revenues and incur expenditure in accordance with each State’s needs and
priorities. It is foolhardy to think that a council in Delhi can determine all revenues and the expenditure
of each State. There is a new report of the direct tax code that has been submitted to the Finance Minister
recently. The time is now appropriate to amend the Constitution to grant States the powers to levy
income taxes as they deem fit.

Among the present governmet’s various intellectual misgivings, the biggest of them is perhaps its
inability to make a distinction between unity and uniformity. Uniformity is not an essential condition for
unity. On the contrary, a celebration of plurality may foster greater unity in a nation such as ours. The
days of imperialistic London are over. It is the era of Gandhinagar, Chennai, Lucknow and Kolkata.
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