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Funding Unspent is Spending Denied
ET Editorials

Gol is projected to save X70,000-75,000 cr in the current fiscal year due to significant under-utilisation of
budget allocations across key ministries and flagship welfare schemes. These unspent amounts- arising
from slow execution under programmes, such as Jal Jeevan Mission, Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana and
Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana-provide fiscal space to absorb higher subsidy costs and offset modest
tax shortfalls.

This, however, is a recurrent feature of the public finance system. Earlier, central funds flowed via state
treasuries or to implementing societies, involving approvals, parked balances and frequent delays. To
address this, Gol reformed fund flows through Single Nodal Agency (SNA) framework, integrated with
Public Financial Management System (PFMS) and RBI-managed SPARSH platform. Funds are now released
on a just-in-time basis, digitally tracked end- to-end, with state treasuries largely confined to accounting
oversight. The intent is to minimise idle balances, enhance transparency and enable real-time monitoring.
Yet, transitional challenges - technical integration issues across platforms, multi-layered approvals and
limitedad- ministrative capacity at state and district levels continue to delay utilisation. Capacity gaps,
audit-related risk aversion and coordination failures between Union ministries, states and implementing
agencies compress spending windows.

The macroeconomic costs of such delays are substantial. Unspent funds could finance infrastructure, water,
housing and rural connectivity-sectors with high multiplier effects. Idle balances represent not fiscal
savings but lost opportunities to raise productivity, improve living standards and streng- then long-term
growth prospects.
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THE HINDU

Date: 29-01-26

India, the beautiful - but first, India the functional

Shashi Tharoor, [ MP (Congress) for Thiruvananthapuram (Lok Sabha), an award-winning author,
a former Minister of State for Human Rights Resources Development, and a former Chairman of
the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Information Technology ]
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India is a land of astonishing contrasts. It offers snow-capped peaks and sun-drenched beaches, ancient
temples and cutting-edge tech parks, spiritual retreats and bustling bazaars. Yet, despite this kaleidoscope
of experiences, India welcomed just 5.6 million foreign tourist arrivals till August 2025 - a modest figure
for a country of 1.4 billion. Singapore, with a population smaller than Delhi's, drew 11.6 million by August
2025. Thailand earned over $60 billion from tourism; India made barely a third of that.

These numbers are not just statistical curiosities. They reflect a deeper malaise in India's tourism strategy
- one that demands urgent attention if we are to unlock the sector's full potential. Tourism is not merely
about showcasing monuments or selling sunsets; it is about creating experiences that are seamless, safe,
and memorable. And on that front, India has work to do.

Three main problems

India's problems can be summarised in three "I"s: image, infrastructure and 'India itself'. Let us analyse
each. First, image: the perception of the country abroad. India's 'Incredible India' campaign is evocative,
but branding alone cannot overcome the weight of negative headlines. Concerns about safety, especially
for women, with many foreigners considering India to be unsafe for women travelling alone; scams;
sanitation; and bureaucratic hassles often shape the global imagination more than our cultural richness.
Tourists want to feel welcome, not wary. Singapore and Thailand have succeeded not just by being clean
or affordable, but by being consistent in their messaging as safe, efficient, and, especially in Thailand's case,
fun.

India's vastness makes a single narrative difficult, but that does not mean marketing the country is
impossible. We must segment our appeal - Spiritual India, Adventure India, Luxury India - and market each
with clarity and conviction to different audiences abroad. It is time for 'Incredible Indias’, in the plural, to
be sold to the world. The Buddhist circuit, the Ramayana circuit, even the cricketing circuit should all be
marketed to appropriate foreign constituencies.

Infrastructure is the second problem area. The tourist experience begins the moment one lands. Airports,
immigration counters, taxis, Wi-Fi- these are first impressions. A luxury hotel means little if the road
outside is potholed and the signage indecipherable. Last-mile connectivity to remote destinations remains
a challenge. Clean public toilets, reliable internet, and well-maintained heritage sites are foundational.
Paradoxically, while India can be a budget destination, mid-range and luxury travel often comes at a
premium, making the country less competitive than its Southeast Asian neighbours.

Then comes 'India itself. The sheer scale can overwhelm the uninitiated. Crowds, noise, and a service
culture that is not always tourist-friendly can cause frustration. Scammers, touts, beggars and sexual
harassers exist, and they erode trust. The hospitality sector reportedly faces a 40% shortfall in trained staff,
and many graduates prefer the predictability of office jobs to the unpredictability of guest relations. We
need vocational training, multilingual guides, and a professional workforce that sees tourism not as a
fallback, but as a calling.

Immigration, too, must evolve. While e-visas have helped, India still ranks behind many Asian countries on
ease-of-travel indexes. A 'Visa on Arrival for the World' policy may sound ambitious, but it is worth
exploring - though I am certain that would require a major transformation in the attitude of the Home
Ministry. Stories of foreigners turned away at Indian airports because of past criticisms of the country do
disproportionate damage. India is a large and confident nation; it can absorb dissent without rejecting the
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dissenter. We need to train immigration officers to be friendly and welcoming to foreigners. And as a
nation, Indians need to accept criticism of policies as part of democratic discourse.

Fixing the deficit

Fixing India's tourism deficit therefore requires a multi-pronged strategy that addresses both perception
and reality. First, rebrand and relaunch. Let us move beyond generic campaigns and build targeted
narratives. Promote well-defined circuits - the Golden Triangle, the Himalayan trail, the coastal belt - with
impeccable infrastructure and safety. Invest in digital storytelling: immersive virtual tours, influencer
partnerships, and user-generated content that showcases India's magic through authentic lenses. If [ were
to write India's tourism tagline, [ would say, 'Incredible Indias: Experience the Infinite'. 'Not just a place to
visit, but a world to inhabit - spiritually, culturally, and emotionally?'

Second, build infrastructure that matches ambition. Encourage public-private partnerships to adopt and
maintain heritage sites. Scale up the 'Adopt a Heritage' scheme for companies to renovate and maintain
sites everywhere in India. Improve roads, rail, and sustainable transport to lesser-known gems. Launch a
nationwide 'Clean Tourism' campaign with clean restrooms, signage, and waste management at every
major destination. Make museums more digital, more interactive, less dusty and worn.

Third, prioritise safety and training. Expand the tourist police force, especially by hiring and training large
numbers of women; ensure multilingual support; and crack down on scams and harassment. Create
centralised apps for verified guides and transport. Invest in skill development - not just for five-star hotels,
but for homestays, eco-lodges, and local artisans.

Fourth, streamline the visa process. Make e-visas faster, simpler, and more intuitive. Offer long-term multi-
entry visas for frequent travellers. Reciprocity is the usual rule, but India can identify countries whose
nationals are unlikely to pose any immigration risk, and make an exception to that rule. It is important to
remove bureaucratic hurdles that deter rather than protect.

Fifth, promote sustainability and authenticity. Today's global traveller seeks eco-tourism and meaningful
experiences. India must balance growth with preservation. That means regulating footfalls at fragile sites,
promoting community-based tourism, and ensuring that development does not come at the cost of cultural
or environmental degradation.

Economic opportunity, strategic imperative

Tourism must be a national priority. A World Tourism Organisation report notes investment on tourism
creates multiple times more jobs than the same amounts spent on manufacturing. As automation reshapes
industry, the differential will only increase. Tourism offers employment not just to more people, but
particularly to the unskilled and semi-skilled - precisely the demographic that needs to be uplifted. In a
region where youth unemployment can fuel unrest (as we have seen in Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and Nepal),
tourism is not just an economic opportunity; it is a strategic imperative. This is why it deserves to be
supported by the government as a vital industry, with tax breaks and policy support.

The hospitality industry is a curator of India's image in the eyes of the world. It is a shame that the
otherwise rightly hailed GST reforms have left the hospitality industry behind. The denial of input tax credit
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across the full range of hotels' revenue sources ironically means that they were better off at 12% GST than
they now are at 5%. This must be fixed.

India has the history of Egypt, the natural beauty of New Zealand, and the cultural depth of a continent. But
until we address the fundamentals - image, infrastructure, and experience - we will remain a tantalising

idea rather than a top-tier destination.

India doesn't need to reinvent itself. It needs to refine itself. The world is waiting. Let us give it a reason to
come - and to stay.
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