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Still Just Five

With an even more aggressive China against UNSC permanent membership for India,
reform looks tough

TOI Editorials

PM Modi chose the right occasion - in his concluding remarks at the G20
summit - to reiterate India’s pitch for permanent membership of the UN
Security Council. The New Delhi meeting was ample proof of India’s
growing geopolitical stature. That it was able to produce a joint statement
on critical issues - including on the Ukraine war - highlighted the depth
and breadth of its global influence. Therefore, an expanded UNSC with
India as a permanent member will better reflect current global realities.

However, UNSC reforms have been still-born for decades. The last time
the council was expanded was in 1965 to increase the number of non-
permanent rotational members to 10. But the five veto-wielding,
permanent members have remained the same since 1945 -
notwithstanding People’s Republic of China replacing Republic of China, and Russia taking over the
erstwhile Soviet Union’s seat. The main reason for this inertia is the high bar for effecting UNSC reforms.
The UN Charter needs to be amended by two-thirds of the UN members in a vote and further
accompanied by ratification by the same number. Crucially, this must include all the five UNSC permanent
members (P5).0ver the years, three blocs have emerged advocating reforms - G4 (India, Brazil, Germany
and Japan), Uniting for Consensus (comprising G4’s regional rivals like Pakistan, Italy, Argentina and
South Korea), and the African Union. They all differ on the nature of reforms - while G4 wants permanent
UNSC membership, Uniting for Consensus wants an expansion in the number of non-permanent seats
only, whereas AU wants two permanent African seats with veto powers.

Plus, among P5, China has been playing spoiler. Its position has become consistent with the Uniting for
Consensus group to deny India and Japan permanent seats. And given the state of India-China ties today,
Beijing is unlikely to support New Delhi’s position in the foreseeable future. Yet, UNSC reforms need a
fresh push if the body is to remain relevant. As the Ukraine war and other crises show, not having an
expanded UNSC has led to substantial sidelining of Global South issues. If the UN is not to go the League of
Nations way, it must have countries like India as permanent UNSC members.
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How Indian Universities Can Break Into Global Top 100

It will take innovative approaches that focus on leveraging technology and fostering
research, academia-industry connect plus strong alumni networks

SS Mantha is former chairman of AICTE and Ashok Thakur is former secretary of education, GOI

India has long aspired to be an educational hub for the world. However, the reality is that every year
droves of Indian students opt for higher education in foreign countries. An implicit recognition exists of
the difference in quality between Indian and foreign universities such as those in the US, UK and
Germany. In fact, the highest-ranked Indian institute, IIT Bombay, stands at 149 in the QS World
University Rankings 2024. To address this situation, there needs to be serious introspection about the
reasons why Indian varsities don’t measure up.

The best universities in the world typically share several common characteristics that set them apart
from the rest - such as academic excellence, robust support services and industry partnerships.

But above everything else, they have enthusiastically embraced digital transformation. By leveraging
technology effectively, a university can create a more dynamic and inclusive learning environment, while
simultaneously improving administrative efficiency and overall institutional performance. What then
must our universities do to break the glass ceiling of rankings?

If technology has been anchoring the great changes in teaching-learning pedagogies our universities must
take full advantage of such changes.

® Integrate gamification and interactive digital learning platforms into the curriculum. This will enhance
student engagement and retention, while keeping pace with the evolving educational landscape.

® Adopt data-driven decision making. Utilising data analytics to identify areas for improvement,
monitoring progress and making informed decisions will enable best practices.

® Research. Investing in cutting-edge research facilities, encouraging collaborations between faculty
members, students and industry partners, recognising and rewarding research excellence and embracing
open science practices will significantly boost a university’s reputation plus attract talented academics
and students.

® Forge strong partnerships with local and international industries. This can lead to research funding,
internship opportunities and job placements for graduates, all of which positively impact the university’s
ranking plus the employability of its students.

The concern, however, is with funding. While public universities depend on government funding, which is
reducing with each year, private universities have to balance their balance sheets within the regulatory
frameworks. The result is that while some universities manage to corner large funds, many are left to
fend for themselves, which sometimes is not even sufficient to pay salaries. With just 1.4% of GDP spent
on higher education, quality is bound to suffer.
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Offering high-quality online courses and degree programmes to attract a broader audience from around
the world will bring in some funds, besides increasing the university’s global visibility and reputation.
This will ultimately reflect positively on its ranking.

Perception value of a university is critical. But how are perceptions created?

® Recognise students as ambassadors. This means universities must actively create an ecosystem that
supports student entrepreneurship - including via incubators, funding opportunities and mentorship
programmes. Universities with successful student-run startups gain recognition for fostering innovation
and practical skill development.

® Undertake social impact initiatives. Good teaching and research would have sufficed in the past. Not
anymore. Projects that address real-world challenges are now equally important.

® Prioritise faculty development. Provide opportunities for professional growth, research support and
recognition for outstanding contributions. A strong faculty will attract more research grants and top-tier
students.

® Foster a diverse and inclusive campus. An environment that promotes exchange of ideas from
individuals with different backgrounds and perspectives is a quality builder. Many of our universities
suffer from almost nil diversity among student populations, mostly enrolling from within the state to
which they belong.

Age-old domicile rules in admissions do not help quality and must go.

® Embrace sustainable practices and promote environmental stewardshipon campus. Today’s university
must not only add value to education delivery but also be alive to the various contemporary issues that
plague the planet. Demonstrating a commitment to sustainability can attract environmentally conscious
students and faculty, plus enhance the university’s reputation.

® Cultivate a strong alumni network. Organise events, provide continuous learning opportunities and
involve alumni in university activities. For, engaged alumni contribute to fundraising efforts and serve as
brand ambassadors. Above all, our universities must emphasise the development of critical thinking,
problem-solving abilities, communication skills and teamwork, thus preparing students for the
challenges they may encounter in their future careers. Our universities must not remain associated with
only obtaining a degree, but also serve broader purposes such as personal growth and exposure to
diverse perspectives. Only then will we see our universities stand among the Top 100 in the world.
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Ridding India of food insecurity

Ensuring that Indians have permanent access to a healthy diet is the most important
task of economic policy today

Pulapre Balakrishnan is an economist

India may be the fastest growing large economy of the world, but it is also facing accelerating food-price
inflation. The rise in the price of food first accelerated sharply in 2019, and has climbed in most years
thereafter. In July this year, annual inflation exceeded 11%, the highest in a decade. An implication of
continuing high food-price inflation is that a section of the population could be facing hardship in
consuming food of adequate nutritional value.

We now have some evidence to this effect. The ‘State of Food Security and Nutrition in the World’ of the
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) estimates the proportion of the population across countries
unable to afford a healthy diet (reported in this newspaper on August 31, 2023, under a datapoint). The
figure for India in 2021 is devastating to note — an estimated 74% of the population cannot afford a
healthy diet. Given a population of 1,400 million, this makes for approximately one billion Indians. A
shrinking ability of households to finance their food requirement is evident also in studies undertaken in
India itself.

Why this finding is plausible

A study reported in this daily (August 30, 2023 under a datapoint), of the trend in the price of food in
Mumbai city over 2018-2023 found that while the cost of preparing a thaali at home has risen by 65%, in
this period, the average wage of a manual worker rose by 38% and that of a salaried worker by 28%. The
implied reduction in purchasing power is considerable, and it would be reasonable to expect that food
consumption has been impacted. This would be in line with the reported rise in the prevalence of
anaemia, mostly induced by nutrient deficiency, in the latest National Family Health Survey undertaken
over 2019-21. Over 50% of adult women were estimated to be anaemic. This suggests that the FAO'’s
finding, that over half of India cannot afford a healthy diet, is plausible. Even if we were to assume that
the agency has overestimated numbers by 100% we would be left with 500 million people in this
category. This is larger than the population of all the countries of the world other than China.

Ensuring that Indians have access to a healthy diet is the most important task of economic policy today.
Macroeconomic policy, relied upon to control inflation, has proved to be useless in the context. The
Reserve Bank of India has failed in this task, with the inflation rate mostly higher than the target for four
years by now. Its approach of contracting output when the inflation rate rises — misleadingly termed
“inflation targeting” — does nothing to manage food inflation stemming from the supply side. Central
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banks are incapable of solving this problem, it must be said within any time frame. It is necessary to
intervene on the supply side to ensure that food is produced at a steady price by raising the yield on land.

The significance of the Green Revolution

India has rich experience in this area, having engineered a Green Revolution in the 1960s, but it is not
being tapped. At the time, reeling under extreme food shortage following two successive droughts, the
government orchestrated a supply-side response by providing farmers with high-yielding seeds, cheap
credit, and assured prices through procurement. This succeeded spectacularly. Within a few years India
was no longer dependent on food imports.

If there was a single event that aided India’s quest to be self-reliant in the highly polarised climate of the
Cold War, it was this. Western economists have pointed to the success of the United States’ mission to
land a human on the moon as an example of an entrepreneurial state. However, to have engineered the
Green Revolution in India at a time when it was a desperately poor country challenged by having to
ensure food security to a staggeringly large number is perhaps more significant.

With hindsight, we can see that mistakes were made, among them the rampant use of chemical fertilizer,
fuelled by subsidy, which degraded the soil. There was also the reliance on procurement prices rather
than productivity increase to ensure farm incomes, which fuelled inflation. We also see that the policy
was almost exclusively focused on cereals rather than pulses, the main source of protein for most Indians.
However, rather than carping about the errors made in an extraordinarily successful economic policy
intervention, we should be correcting them now. At the same time, we should focus on the specific goal of
lowering the cost of producing food. The first Green Revolution had a specific agenda — of making India
self-sufficient in food. In this it succeeded eminently, and in a remarkably short time, but without paying
any attention to the cost of producing food. For this, a second agricultural revolution is needed now. To
contain the rising price of food would require action on many fronts; a mission mode is necessary. As for
policy, it is clear that procurement prices, cash transfers, the Public Distribution System, and priority
lending required of public sector banks are not sufficient. Yield increasing interventions on the farm are
needed to at least contain the cost of production, if not to actually lower it. Agricultural yield is lower in
India than in East Asia, pointing to the potential for an increase. Attention is needed to extend irrigation
to 100% of the net sown area, an end to restrictions on leasing of land, a quickening of agricultural
research and the re-institution of extension.

Initiatives to work on

Expanding on each of these proposals would be in order. It has been pointed out for some time that
increased public expenditure on irrigation is not reflected in an increase in irrigated area — whether due
to waste or the diversion of funds has not been established. The ongoing fragmentation of already small
land holdings lowers the capacity for productivity-enhancing capital investment, for which leasing is a
solution. India’s network of public agricultural research institutes needs to be energised to resume the
sterling role they had played in the 1960s. Finally, extension has now more or less vanished from where
once the gram sevak was a familiar figure in the village, playing a crucial role in the dissemination of best
practices. It must be revived. These initiatives should be dovetailed into a programme for the manifold
increase of protein production, which India is severely deficient in.

In all the areas identified above, the role of States is crucial. In the 1960s, the States that were chosen for
the spread of the new technology worked closely with the central government. This would have to be
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replicated in order to make a difference to the country as a whole, with the central government taking the
States along in a spirit of co-operative federalism. At the same time, it may be asked if the States are
playing their part to enhance agricultural productivity rather than relying on food allocations to their
Public Distribution System from the central pool.

But, a non-ideological approach would be needed, whether at the Centre or in the States, if a difference is
to be made. A noticeable feature of the first Green Revolution was that by relying on private enterprise,
the then Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi, chose a capitalist approach (with the objective of making India
self-sufficient in food), unmindful of any damage that would be caused to her socialist image. It was the
Green Revolution that made the first dent on poverty in India. So, the poor did benefit from this strategy.
Similarly, now, in order to ensure that all Indians have permanent access to a healthy diet, no approach
consistent with ecological security must be off the table.
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Why simultaneous elections would militate against federalism

The idea of simultaneous elections is untenable if its impact on existing Assemblies
and the three-tier system is considered

JASMIN NIHALANI & SRINIVASAN RAMANI

The Union government has constituted a committee headed by
former President Ramnath Kovind to explore the possibility of
conducting simultaneous elections to the Lok Sabha, the
Legislative Assemblies, municipalities, and panchayats. The idea of
simultaneous elections has been discussed in the last five years or
so, and is part of the Bharatiya Janata Party’s manifesto.

India’s electoral matrix

N FEEE The next Lok Sabha election is due to be held before June 16, 2024.
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i - | = s Table 1 shows when the term for the Assemblies of each State
Tengana Jan, 2024 5 T 5 0 FeTy B . .
B O W ey ends, and the number of months that would be curtailed if

simultaneous elections are held in these States in June 2024. As the
table shows, 17 States would see their Assembly terms being truncated by close to a year and a half, with
the terms of the Assemblies of Karnataka, Meghalaya, Nagaland, Tripura, Himachal Pradesh, and Gujarat
being truncated by close to three and a half years or more.
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The government has touted the need for simultaneous elections as a cost-saving exercise. A report by the
Law Commission in 2018 stated that the expenses for Lok Sabha and Assembly elections in any State are
more or less the same. It argued that conducting elections together would reduce the costs by half.
However, reports such as this treat election expenditure as “wasteful”, disregarding the multiplier effect
and the economic impact of conducting elections on sectors such as transport, printing, media, and
infrastructure.

Many such reports also do not consider the import of simultaneous elections on the specificity of the
legislative and governance tiers in India. The number of Lok Sabha seats, Assembly representatives,
urban local wards, and the elected panchayat representatives for each State is provided in Table 2.
Cumulatively, India elects 543 Lok Sabha representatives, more than 4,100 Assembly legislators,
representatives to 89,194 urban wards, and nearly 31.89 lakh elected panchayat representatives spread
across three tiers of the Panchayat system — village panchayats, panchayat unions, and district
panchayats. Each of these tiers has its own roles and responsibilities. The sheer number of
representatives across the three tiers points to the importance of each tier and the need for contestation
to cater to the specific needs of the voters. For example, if a voter is bothered about garbage management
in her locality, she would use her power to elect a candidate who is best suited to solve the issue in the
local ward. On the other hand, MPs and MLAs are representatives of larger constituencies and are elected
to enact laws on matters relating to the Union government and the State, respectively.

Besides curtailing the terms of Assemblies much before their tenure, holding simultaneous elections
could also mean that the various issues concerning these three tiers could be subsumed under just one
mandate for the voter. This would militate against federalism and the very structure of three-tier
governance. The committee must take a substantive look at the federal aspects of Indian democracy
before envisaging simultaneous elections.
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