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Chaltanya Kalbag

We now see Modi
government
retreating fromone
battleground after
another..embracing
one reform after
another that was
launched by its
reviled predecessor

- “Theagendafocused on measuresto

correct the current account deficit,
counterrupee depreciation and its
impacton tfrade and industry, im-
proveskill development and focuson
developing industrial corridors,” one
newspaper said about the prime min-
ister’s brainstorming meeting. “The
overall sentiment was to convert de-
cisionstoaction and take back the

country toa growth path of 8% or
more...”

Did you think this report was about
PM Narendra Modi’s meetingon
Tuesday with business leadersand
economists? Think again. It was
aboutameetingcalled by PM
Manmohan Singh in July 2013.

Sometimes, when weread about:
greatexpectations from India’s cur-
rentgovernment, it is easy toforget
thatmuch of the disillusionment
with the previous Congress adminis-
tration was caused by a slowing econ-
omy and the recklessness of social-
sector spending that paid little heed
tobuildingon the foundationof a
decade of good growth.

Intheten yearsfrom 2003, India’s
gross domestic product (GDP) grew
by anaverage of 8% annually There
was acrushingslowdown in2013. By
then the Congress party was dysfunc-
tional, incoherent, and consumed by
itsown hubris. There could not have
been a better canvas for Narendra
Modito painta glowing picture of
better days ahead, of dynamism, ac-
countability, and corruption-free gov-
ernance if hewaselected.

Itisdispiriting, therefore, towatcha
less-resplendent Modi casting about
foraway otit of the economiclaby-
rinth in which he finds himself
trapped. The stock markets have lost
nearly all the gainsthey had made
sincehe won power in Mdy last year:
Therupeeisflounderingina2013-
type trough. AtTuesday's meeting,
Modiheard politeadvice and entreat-
iesfrom ohe speaker after another:
Make doingbusinesseasier. Cutin-
terestrates, fast. Create more infra-

ment of Personnel. Home Minis-
ter weighed in favour of Singh.

be |ssued and Srwastaua 'S promo-
tion be held in abeyance.

structure. Domore, Modi told the
businessmen totake morerisks, to
invest more, faster. He called forthe
creation of morejobs, mainly in
smalland medium sized businesses.
There wasafairbitof rationalising—
India'srelatively closed economy and
blissfully low commodity prices
would insulate itagainst global vola-
tility, which everybody agreed was
thenewnormal.

There was not much talk of
Modi's Make in India mission. In
order for India to really become a
manufacturing giant and compete
with China just as that country’s
economy is contracting, India will
need to create huge numbers of
new enterprises employing armies
of young workers making millions
of widgets.

Thereality is that about 85 per cent
of ‘factories’ in India employ less
than 49 people each, compared with
just 25 per centin China, and that un-
organised enterprises employ ap-
proximately 70 per centof India’s
non-farm workforce, asone
McKinsey study showed.

Sothereoughttohavebeenare-
sounding battle cry from Modiand
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley foran
obsessive focus on greasingthe
wheels of industry to create more
jobs, put more money in people’s
pockets, and make more goods tofeed
ahungry market. Right?

Wrong. Wehave the unedifying
spectacle of the Narendra Modi gov-
ernment retreating from one battle-
ground after another, fumbling with
onemisstepafter another, and-hor-
ror of horrors—embracing onere-
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formafter another that waslaunched
by itsreviled predecessor.

On August30, in his Mann ki Baat
radio talk, Modi quietly capitulated
onhiseight-monthstruggle to get
amendments made to the Land
Acquisition Actof 2013, appearing

LANDING IN TROUBLE

quietly capitu-
lated on his
8-month struggle to get
amendments made to
the Land Acquisition Act

OnAug 30,PM

tocave intoaferocious campaign
led by the Congress thatcoincided
withrisingfarm distress. This
Tuesday; Jaitley announced that
during his meeting with business
leaders, Modihad endorsed asug-

gestion that the Congress’s petrural-

jobs scheme, the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment
Generation Scheme, could be used
“asa tool for skill-development pro-
motion”. Thisisreally clutchingat
straws. Asthe McKinsey study not-
ed, 70 per cent of India’s working-
age population has only primary ed-
ucation, orno schoolingatall. We
need an expansion of secondary ed-
ucation asabasis for skill enhance-
ment and not be content with turn-
ingditch-diggers into brick-layers.

| Singh was reinstated.

DidModiandhisaidesatleastlay
outacompellingroad maptoadd
some octane to theflaggingeconomy,
which grew only 7per cent in the first
quarter? Isthereafarm-revival pro-
gramme in the works? Perish the
thought. Jaitley, looking unusually
glum, would only say the govern-
ment is working on thefarm sector
because “...goodagricultureim-
proves the purchasing power of a
largenumberof people....”

The sameday the Congress party
was holdingonly the third meeting
of itsapex Working Committee since
last year’s shock defeat. Nevermind
that Sonia Gandhi postponed party
elections for another year; clungon to
her presidential post, and pro-
claimed yetagain that her son Rahul
would stay the heir apparent. Never
mind that there wasnosight of are-
vamped organisation that mightrise
againasaclearalternative.

The Congressresolution reiterated
the party’s “continued commitment”
to implementing the Goodsand
Services Tax—and noted that its gov-
ernment had introduced the GST'leg-
islation in March 2011. Yet, the very
nextday Jaitley announced that the
Modi governmenthad given up plans
tocall a special session of parliament
topassthe GSTBill becauseof a |
“lack of political consensus”. The
backtrackinghas seriousrepercus-
sionsforthis crucial piece of legisla-

tion which Jaitley had vowed would
take effect from April 1 next year and
needs its network and infrastructure
setupmonths inadvanceif itistobe
sucecessful.

Modi hasalsostruggled with the

WY theiceberg.
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Whose Line is PM Narendra Modi Toeing?

poisoned chalice of one-rank-one-
pension for military personnel. Five
yearsafter an unprecedented protest
by veterans whomarched to the pres-
idential palace toreturn theirmed-
als, the Congress-led government an-
nounced it would implement OROP
in February 2014, just before it was
thrown out of power, but with fund-
ingthat was clearly insufficient.
Modipromised tospeedily bringin
OROP duringhis campaign, but
dragged hisfeet asthe costs became
clearerafter he took office.

Last Saturday the government
bowed to the spreading protests, hun-
gerstrikes and anger of both officers
and enlisted men and announced an
OROPformula thatisgoingtoadd
aboutRs 25,000 crore ($3.8 billion)to
themilitary's salary bill-and thisaf:
ter Modi had to hastily assure sol-
diers whoretired early they too
would be entitled to higher pensions.
Manpower costs will likely rise to
more thanhalf of India’s defence
budget of $37.4 billion for thisfiscal
year.

Afewdays earlier Chinese
President XiJinping announceda
cutof 300,000 personnel from the 2.3
millionstrong People’s Liberation
Army Instead of spendingmore
money onstreamlining its armed
forcesand upgradingequipment and
technology, India isadding more bod-
ies—Modi has been forced to continue
with his predecessor's plantoraisea
90,000-strongmountain strike corps
toman the border with China.

Allthisbegs the question-isthe
Congress tail beginning to wag the
BJP'sdog?
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