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The Incredible Lightness of Being a Wannabe Superpower

TheNeedle'sEye '

Once Modi gets
through this round of
travel, heand his
team need to focus
far more on next
year's defining
climate-change talks
inParis. His govt has
already signalled that
it will not be hemmed
in by climate-change
: activism...

Ishould have titled this column “The
Audacity of Hype”. Reading some of
the speechesmade atand around the
Groupof 20summit in Brisbane, it
almost sounded like a lovefest
around jointaction and jointreac-
tion with the exception of Vladimir
Putin, who was clearly the black
sheepbecauseof Russia’s incur-
sionsinto Ukraine,and who left the
summit early ostensibly because of
alongflight home. Outsideof that it
wasall as cuddly as the koala bears
that the leaders posed with. In the
Southern Hemisphere's summer
sun, it seemed nothing could go
wrong with the world.

It takes quite aflightof fancy to
harken back to thsupercontinent of
Gondwanaland, between 510and 180
million yearsago, when much of
Asia’sland massand Australia were
theoretically fused together. “And to-
day I have cometo unite in spirit, as
we wereonceby geography,”

.Narendra Moditold the jointsession

of the Australian parliament. Indeed,
duringour intrepid premier’s four-
city tour, it seemed no other G20lead-
erwaseven present, sofarasthe
Indianmedia coverage was con-
cerned. Thefrequentapplause,
cheersand whistles from the 16,664
Indians who crowded Sydney’s
Allphones Arenaonthe 17thtolisten
to Modi’slong, ramblingspeech lived
up tothe “Modi Thunder Down

Under” message onabannerun-
furled in the Olympic stadium.
Hundredsof Indian immigrants
travelled down from Melbourneina
specially chartered ‘Modi Express’.
All thisbonhomie draws afine veil
overseveral important issues.
Australia iskeen tomaintain de-
fence-industry tieswith Indiaand
sell New Delhiasmuch coal and iron
oreas our economy can consume,
Climate change was discussed both
atthe G20summitand Modi's bilat-
erals with Australia’s Tony Abbott
and otherleaders, but nobody asked
the tough question: isIndia goihgto
give way on carbon-emission com-
mitmentsafter last week's agree-
mentbetween Chinaand the United
States? Two daysbefore Modimade
hisnow-familiar stumpspeech in
Sydney, U.S. President Barack
Obama alsomadea longspeech at
the University of Queensland. It was
poorly reported in India but Obama
strongly underlined America’sde-
termination toremaina ‘Pacific
power’ and on climate change had
thistosay: “So[China] setting up [an
emissions] target sends a powerful
message to the world that all coun-
tries—whether you are a developed
country, a developing country, or
somewhere in between—you've got
to be able to overcome old divides,
look squarely at the science, and
reach astrong global climate agree-

mentnextyear. Andif Chinaandthe
United States can agree on this, then
the world canagree on this. Wecan
getthisdone. And itisnecessaryfor
ustogetitdone.”

Once Modi gets through thisround
of travel, heand his team need tofo-
cusfarmore on next year'sdefining
climate-changetalks in Paris. His
government has already signalled
that it will not be hemmed in by cli-
mate-change activism as it rushesto
openup the coal mining sector, boost
thermal-generated electricity; and
pollute the air above useven further:
Thisisonerace Delhilookssureto
winover Beijing, anditisaracetoa
murky; soot-filled future. \

Climate aside, with his ministerial
team fully in place Modialsoneeds
now tofocusferociously on theecon-
omy. Itisincreasingly apparent that

grossdomestic productgrowth in continuing and welcome shrinkage
the second quarter (July-September) inouroilimportbill, India’strade
willbeloweratabout5.2percentaf-  deficitshot upto$13.3billionin
ter5.7percentin April-June. Don't  October; fuelled by ahumongous 280
forgetthat much of thatgrowthwas  percentjumpingoldimportsanda

nothankstotheModigovernment,  fivepercentdropinexports. India’s
which took office on May 26. The prosperity willnot be guaranteed or
poor monsoen, which wewereall underpinned by our bottomless, rav-
anxioustogloss over asadequate, enousappetite for gold, butby our

willhitfarm output. Despiteaglobal manufactured-goodsexports. Ag
slump incommoditiesprices,anda  timesitseemsthatallthe rhetoricat

3 global summitsisnot goingtotake
Q Needed C]la_ng('. away from the hugerock of old atti-
‘ . e . tudes and complacencies that Modi
Make in India' is not going or indeed any leader hastorollike
. Sisyphusupthehi
toworksolongasfactories  “Evenif mdia getsitsacttogether
i i and boosts manufacturing output,
inindia payﬁe'mm as1s whowill buy its goods?TheItﬁisnot
imes what nese goingto be much helpfrom the rest
tl J Ch[ of the world, notwithstandng Modi's
energeticsales pitch wherever he

<« touches down. In their final commu-
§ nique, the G20 leaders fretted about

counterparts do for power

— slow, uneven and jobless growth.

Z TheInternational Monetary Fund
“E‘ warned of an “uneven and brittle
= globalrecovery”. Whatdoes that
mean for an India hungry for invest-
ment and exportopportunities? The
U.S. and British economies seem
back onaslow growth track, butthe
Eurozone isstill very fragile; Japan
hasslid unexpectedly intorecession
again; and China’s powerhouse
growth seems set toslow toabout 7.1
per centnext yearfrom 7.4 per cent

thisyear. 2o
Speaking with anumber of experts
last week I came away withadisturb-
ingmelange of facts. ‘Make in India’
isnotgoingtowork solongasfacto-
ries inIndia areforced to pay as
muchas 1.5 times what their
Chinese counterpartsdoforelectric-
ity;and continue tosubsidise a stub-
born and spoiltmiddle class. Our
banks, and in particular the larger

" ones, aresaddled with risingmoun-

tains of bad debtanda persistent
wink-and-nudge nexus between
some of our biggest defaultersand
their creditors. Oneof thefirstre-
formsthis governmentoughttobe
introducingis inIndia’s bankruptcy
laws, so that inefficient enterprises
sucking up taxpaper money are
firmly shut down and those that can
recover are helped back on their feet.
Private-equity investors havefora
long time been very patient with
longer payback horizons in India,
buttheir patience is starting to wear
thin. Letusbe clear: the world's fin-
anciers arenotlookingat Narendra
Modi through rose-tinted glasses.
They seeasuper-sized meal ticket,
and they want tocash out with huge
multiples inareasonablelength of
time. Will Modi’s menu give them
enough tochewon?
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