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Managing India’s economy is
playing in a different league.
Successful chief ministers
have floundered when
appointed finance minister.
On the other hand, Dr
Manmohan Singh, without
any political experience, was
an outstanding finance
minister because of his
mastery of macro-economics
and willingness to engage
continuously with reputed
economists. Without
Dr Singh, there would have
been no liberalisation or the
many reforms that were
undertaken

Economy has entered danger zone

IN THE run-up to the elections in 2014,
Mr Narendra Modi made a thoughtless
remark on the economy. I responded by
saying “Mr Modi’s knowledge of eco-
nomics can be written on the back of a
postage stamp.” It was a fair comment
but, I believe, Mr Modi has not forgiven
me for that comment! Not an issue, but
time has proved that I was right.

At the end of five years of Modi sarkar,
we can compile a long chargesheet on
the government’s acts of omission and
commission. Top of the list, in my view,
will be the management of the economy.
Among the reasons for the mismanage-
ment are (1) the Prime Minister’s unfa-
miliarity with macro-economics and un-
willingness to learn; (2) the Finance
Minister’s inability to anticipate how
trade, business, investors and consumers
will respond to policy changes; and (3)
the government’s disdain of economists
and over-reliance on bureaucrats.

A DIFFERENT LEAGUE

Running a state government is very
different from governing India. A chief
minister does not have to worry about the
exchange rate or the current account
deficit or monetary policy or external de-
velopments (e.g. the trade and tariff war
between the US and China or US sanctions
on Iran). A chief minister will do well in
economic managementif he manages the
revenues of the state, keeps a control on
expenditure, gets large grants from the
Central government and attracts sufficient

private investments. Many well-
grounded chief ministers, without much
formal education, have earned praise for
their management of the state’s economy.

Managing India’s economy is playing
in a different league. Successful chief
ministers have floundered when ap-
pointed finance minister. On the other
hand, Dr Manmohan Singh, without any
political experience, was an outstanding
finance minister because of his mastery
of macro-economics and willingness to
engage continuously with reputed econ-
omists. Without Dr Singh, there would
have been no liberalisation or the many
reforms that were undertaken.

MISTAKE AFTER
MISTAKE

When the management of the econ-
omy is entrusted to novices or tyrants,
the consequences will soon follow.
Demonetisation was a classic example.
No economist worth her undergraduate
degree would have advised the Prime
Minister to declare 86 per cent of the cur-
rency in circulation as illegal tender, yet
it was done. Since Mr Arun Jaitley has
never publicly owned responsibility, it
must be concluded that the decision was
entirely the Prime Minister’s. To his
credit, Mr Modi has owned responsibil-
ity, but he has refused to admit that de-
monetisation derailed the economy,
killed MSMEs, destroyed jobs and aggra-
vated the crisis in the agriculture sector.

More wrong decisions followed de-

monetisation. Budgets were made with
little understanding of the economic be-
haviour of human beings; the GST was
poorly designed and hurriedly imple-
mented; the NPAissue was handled ina
crude and ham-handed manner; unre-
alistic revenue targets were chased us-
ing despotic powers and unfair means;
and there was a constant search for
quick-fix bureaucratic solutions to struc-
tural economic problems.

DISMAL REPORT CARD

The Department of Economic Affairs,
Ministry of Finance, has prepared a re-
port card at the end of five financial years.
Helpfully, the report has highlighted data
for the post-demonetisation years be-
ginning in 2016-17. Let me capture the
major headlines from the report:

M Real GDP growth in the three years
2016-17,2017-18 and 2018-19 declined
from 8.2 per cent to 7.2 per cent to 7.0 per
cent. Implied growth in Q4 of 2018-19
was 6.5 per cent.

M Gross Fiscal Deficitwas 3.5,3.5and
3.4 per cent of GDP. The last number for
2018-19 is suspect because tax collec-
tions have fallen short by 11 per cent of
the revised estimate.

M Capital expenditure was stagnant:
at 1.7 per cent of GDP in 2018-19 it was
the same as in 2015-16.

B GDP deflator, which is a proxy
forinflation, rose from 3.1 per cent to 4.2
per cent.

creased from 0.6 per cent of GDP to 1.9
per cent to 2.6 per cent.

M Both private consumption expen-
diture and government consumption ex-
penditure were stagnant.

M The fixed investment rate was
stagnant between 28.2 and 28.9 per cent
of GDP, much below the high of 34.3 per
cent achieved in 2011-12.

M The distress in agriculture sector
was reflected in the sharp decline in
growth rate of GVA from 6.3 to 5.0to 2.7
per cent.

B Growth in GVA in industry was
stagnant; growth in GVA in services de-
clined from 8.4 to 8.1 to 7.4 per cent.

M Net flow of portfolio investment
turned negative in 2018-19.

The boasts of the BJP have been blown
away. Our worst fears about the state of
the economy have come true. Further, the
growth rates declared by the CSO (already
suspect in the eyes of many economists)
have come under a darker cloud. The
NSSO which reported the highest unem-
ployment rate in 45 years has now
punched a big hole in the MCA 21 data
base used by the CSO. It turns out that 36
per cent of the companies in the MCA 21
data base are defunct or not traceable!

India’s economy is at its weakest point
in many years. Hence, Mr Modi is trying
to take the narrative away from the econ-
omy. Thatis aloud caution for those who
will vote on May 12 and May 19.

Website: pchidambaram.in

B The current account deficit in-
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INSIDE TRACK

COOMI KAPOOR

NUMBERS GAME

The Capital’s political grapevine is abuzz
with possible scenarios after the election
results on May 23. Some like TDP chief
Chandrababu Naidu are already active.
The Congress camp believes that if the
party crosses 125 and the BJP gets less
than 200 seats, the BJP cannot stake claim
to form government. The Congress, as the
largest party in the anti-BJP coalition, will
take the lead in spearheading a maha-
gathbandhan government with Rahul
Gandhi as potential prime minister. If the
Congress gets less than 100 seats, then re-
gional party leaders will stake their claim
to head an anti-BJP coalition. However, if
the BJP wins more than 230 seats, it will be
on the threshold of government forma-
tion. With the numbers from the three
major NDA allies, the JD(U), Shiv Sena and
Akali Dal (the AIADMK may not count for
much)and potential backers such asJagan
Mohan Reddy’s YSR Congress, Naveen
Patnaik’s Biju Janata Dal, Chandrashekar
Rao’s Telangana Rashtra Samithi and
some Independents, it could reach the
half-way mark of 272 fairly comfortably.

But what happens if the BJP gets
somewhere between 200 and 220 seats?
Some believe that the BJP could still hope
to get support from other political parties
ifit agreed to replace Narendra Modi and
settle for a more pragmatic and concilia-
tory leader, such as Nitin Gadkari, Rajnath
Singh or Devendra Fadnavis. The BJP
brains trust dismisses such talk as non-
sensical kite-flying. Whatever the
strength of the BJP, it will be entirely due
to Modi and no replacement for him is
possible. In any case, Modi and Amit
Shah have ensured that the majority of
the BJP candidates owe loyalty to them.
The BJP is convinced that the NDA will
cross the half-way mark on its own. In
this election, Modi has completely over-
shadowed his party. Supporters seldom
mention the BJP, they simply say they are
voting for Modi.

CREDIT ONLY FOR PM

External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj is
an avid tweeter who is quick to trumpet
her ministry’s achievements and name
the Indian Foreign Services officers in-
volved. But when India scored a major
diplomatic coup in getting Masood Azhar

OUTOF MY MIND

MEGHNAD DESAI

HOW OLD is the Congress party? It could
be 134 years since 1885, or we could be-
gin with the breakaway party Indira
Gandhi founded in 1969 — the Congress
(R) — from the official party called the
Congress (O). In December 1977, Indira
resigned her primary membership of
the Congress (R) and founded the
Congress (I).

Whether 134, 50 or42 years old, the
Congress is developing serious memory

designated as an international terrorist,
Swaraj did not tweet congratulating the
ministry. She simply re-tweeted the Prime
Minister’s tweet. She was aware that on
this Narendra Modi must be given all the
credit. Interestingly, three Indian officials,
who happen to be Muslims, played a key
role in persuading the international com-
munity, including China, the UAE and
Saudi Arabia, to blacklist Azhar — Syed
Akbaruddin, India’s permanent represen-
tative at the UN, Asif Ibrahim, former
Intelligence Bureau director and now spe-
cial envoy for counter-terrorism, and
Ahmed Javed, once Mumbai police com-
missioner, who is currently ambassador
to Saudi Arabia.

BHOPAL MAKEOVER

Digvijaya Singh, who once projected him-
self as the epitome of rationality and secu-
larism and baited all obscurantism, has
done a complete make-over in his cam-
paign against Pragya Thakur in Bhopal par-
liamentary seat. When former Jawaharlal
Nehru University Students’ Union presi-
dent and CPI leader Kanhaiya Kumar
wanted to go to Madhya Pradesh to cam-
paign for him, Singh politely declined the
offer.In Bhopal, Kanhaiya’s support would
work as a negative factor. Instead, Singh
invited Computer Baba along with hun-
dreds of sadhus for a yagya, at which his
wife, television anchor Amrita Rai, sat, cov-
ered her face demurely in a ghunghat.
Similarly, in Barrackpore, Bengal, the
Trinamool’s Dinesh Trivedi has used fire
to fight fire. He instructed his supporters
to respond to the BJP’s chants of ‘Jai Shri
Ram’ with ‘Har Har MahadeV’, the battle
cry of the Indian Army.

VAHINI VIGILANTES

Even before he took over as the head of
the Gorakhpur Mutt, Yogi Adityanath had
floated a youth militia, the Hindu Yuva
Vahini, in 2002. The ostensible purpose
was propagating Hindutva and national-
ism, but there were many charges against
its members of harassment, communal
violence and intimidation. However, af-
ter he took over as Chief Minister,
Adityanath distanced himself from the
Vahini. Sunil Singh, a key functionary of
the organisation, was infuriated when he
and some others did not get Assembly
tickets. He revolted and formed a rebel
Vahini outfit, declaring himself president.
Singh announced that he would contest
against the BJP’s Gorakhpur candidate,
actor Ravi Kishan, on a Hindustan Nirman
Dal ticket, the party floated by Narendra
Modi’s old béte noire Pravin Togadia.
Being a Thakur, Singh might have cutinto
BJP votes, but his nomination was de-
clared invalid by the Election
Commission.

Congress’s selective amnesia

loss. Take the most recent spat about
surgical strikes. It took weeks into the
campaign to respond to Narendra
Modi’s challenge. Then it came up with
not one but several instances which no
one could recall as having made an im-
pact and now are quickly forgotten.
There was however a ready example
of the first and glorious “surgical strike”
way back in 1965 when Lal Bahadur
Shastri ordered the Army to cross the
Punjab border, which altered the bal-
ance of the battle. But then Shastri was
an accidental prime minister and has
been wiped out from history to estab-
lish a seamless succession of the Nehru
Gandhi dynasty. PV Narasimha Rao suf-
fers from the same deletion, hence the
Congress cannot take pride from the

HISTORY HEADLINE

Cyclone Fani: Why 2019 was not 1999

AMITABH SINHA

AS ODISHA stares at the devastation
caused by Cyclone Fani, comparisons are
being drawn with the tragedy the state
suffered 20 years ago at the hands of one
of the most powerful cyclones of the
20th century. The 1999 super cyclone
had claimed almost 10,000 lives (unof-
ficial accounts say this was a huge un-
derestimate), damaged nearly 20 lakh
houses, killed about two lakh livestock,
and affected about 2.5 to 3 million peo-
ple, leaving large tracts of agricultural
land unfit for cultivation for a long time
due to salinity.

India has come a long way since then,
as is evident from the much lesser num-
ber of deaths caused by Fani, and some
similar cyclones in other parts of the coun-
try in the recent past, but the devastation,
sufferings of people, and challenges faced
in relief and reconstruction are not very
different from those in 1999.

The super cyclone that had hit the
Odisha coast, near Paradip, on October 29
remains the most powerful ever recorded
in India, and one of the strongest any-
where in the world in the 20th century.
One good measure of the strength of a cy-
clone is the ‘pressure drop’ that creates
and sustains it. The average atmospheric
pressure at mean sea-level is 1013 milibar.
When the super cyclone was at its
strongest, a few hours before it made
landfall, the air pressure at its centre was
912 milibar.

“A pressure drop of 100 milibars is
very big, and provides tremendous
strength to the cyclone. The bigger the
pressure drop, the stronger the cyclone,
and greater the wind speed associated
with it,” says U C Mohanty of IIT
Bhubaneswar. The super cyclone was ac-
companied with winds of speeds 250-260
km per hour or more. In comparison,
Cyclone Fani had a pressure drop of 63
milibars (atmospheric pressure of 950 at
its strongest) and wind speeds of about
210-215 km per hour.

To put it in context, the super cyclone
carried energy equivalent to 1,600 atomic
bombs, similar to the ones dropped over
Hiroshima. Almost the entire coastline of
Odisha was affected, with the districts of
Kendrapara and Jagatsinghpur worst off.
Entire villages were washed off. One for-

radical transformation of the economy
under him after 40 years of stagnation.
No doubt as time passes Manmohan
Singh will be quietly given the same am-
nesia treatment. This is a determined ef-
fort to throw away one’s best cards just
to make sure that any success, if it
comes, can be attributed to the family.

It is a free country and the Congress
is free to write its own terminal history.
But it does take considerable chutzpah
to insist, as the Congress has done re-
cently, that while it can cite the names of
the family to glorify the Party —
Jawaharlal Nehru, Indira Gandhi, (forget
Sanjay please) Rajiv, Sonia, no one else
should name Rajiv negatively.

But, for India, it is worth cherishing
the memory of Shastri. Not only for the

Even as human deaths have been averted to a very large extent, there is no
running away from the destruction caused by Cyclone Fani. Reuters

mer official involved in rescue and relief
claims that waves as high as 40 feet were
witnessed, and villages as far away as 40
km from the coast submerged. Most doc-
umented accounts talk of waves 25 to 30
feet high.

What added to the destructive capa-
bility of the super cyclone was that it
stayed on for unusually long even after
making landfall. Usually, cyclones dissi-
pate in strength very fast after making
contact with land. This is mainly because
of the lack of moisture that feeds it over
the ocean, and the friction provided by
land and other structures onit. The super
cyclone, however, continued to retain the
strength of a cyclonic storm even 36 hours
after landfall. Heavy rain continued for
two days along the coastline.

What also made the 1999 super cy-
clone such a huge tragedy was India's ill-
preparedness. The India Meteorological
Department (IMD) had put upits first cy-
clone detection, tracking and warning sys-
temin the 1970s, thanks mainly toits then
director general P Koteswaram, who got
10 cyclone detection radars installed along
the coastline. But even in 1999, the IMD’s
ability to forecast cyclones was pretty
rudimentary. The computing resources
were severely limited, the models were
crude and weak, Internet access was just
beginning so communication with other
global agencies took time, and the sort of
international collaborations that we have
now were sorely missing,.

According to an account published by
S R Kalsi in the IMD’s quarterly journal
Mausam, the IMD had detected the cy-
clone when it formed on October 25, near

firm response to Pakistan or even his in-
vocation Jai Jawan Jai Kisan. He was the
first political leader to ask openly in
Parliament whether all the heavy duty
Plans which were being implemented
benefited the aam aadmi, using those
iconic words. Had he lived beyond his
brief tenure of 20 months being Prime
Minister, he could have contested the
1967 election in his own right and made
the Congress a normal political party
and saved it from the dynastic fate. No
wonder there are conspiracy theories
blaming the Russians, the Pakistanis or
whoever to account for his death from
a heart attack. Accidents do happen by
chance and in unpredictable ways. There
need be no conspiracy whatever.

It is inopportune to predict the out-

the Andaman and Nicobar Islands. By the
next day, the IMD had alerted the coastal
states of Andhra Pradesh, Odisha and
West Bengal. But it did not have the capa-
bility to predict the exact trajectory of the
cyclone. Even a day before landfall, All
India Radio bulletins were saying that the
cyclone could be headed to West Bengal.
The super cyclone also took meteorolo-
gists by surprise. It gained strength quite
suddenly a day before landfall. In that
same account, Kalsi mentions that the air
pressure at the centre of the cyclone fell
by 66 milibars in the 24 hours preceding
landfall. “This indicates it was a case of
rapid development,” he says.

And of course, the state did not have
the infrastructure or the resources to evac-
uate people, the most crucial difference
between then and now. One study of the
1999 super cyclone says there were barely
75 cyclone shelters in the entire coastline
of Odisha, all built by the Red Cross at that
time. Barely any evacuations were made.
In contrast, thanks to standard operating
procedures for evacuation now, almost 1.2
million people were evacuated during
Cyclone Fani.

However, even as human deaths have
been averted to a very large extent, there
is no running away from the destruction
caused by a cyclone. Almost a week later,
many areas in Odisha, including
Bhubaneswar and other cities, are with-
out power, there is a drinking water cri-
sis, livelihoods and assets lost forever, pos-
sible outbreak of diseases and
post-traumatic stress, and major recon-
struction works ahead.

amitabh.sinha@expressindia.com

come of the election. Rumour has it that
Rahul Gandhi is aiming for success in the
2022 Uttar Pradesh elections and the
2024 general elections. He says he has
time, given his age and the certainty of
tenure as Congress president. So 2019
has been conceded.

Yet there is no guarantee that history
will repeat itself. Between Rajiv Gandhi’s
failure to win a majority and now, 30
years have passed without a Congress-
majority government. Even the UPA
took 15 years to arrive. There will be a
generation of voters by then for whom
names of Indira, Rajiv or even Nehru will
have little purchase.

If Congress wants to survive, it will
have to forget its past and invent itself a
future.

FIFTH COLUMN

TAVLEEN SINGH

"Tales from
an older
time

IFRAJIV GANDHI has become anissuein
this election, his son is to blame. For
months he has gleefully yelled
‘Chowkidar chor hai’ without proof. Itisa
bad idea to charge someone with being
a thief without providing evidence, and
much worse if the man charged is the
Prime Minister. Rahul Gandhi’s reasons
for believing that more than half the
money of the total contract to buy Rafale
fighter aircraft was ‘put in the pocket of
Anil Ambani’ are flimsy. When reporters
from this newspaper pressed him for de-
tails and proof in an interview last week,
he had no answer.

Reckless charges in politics usually
provoke a harsh response. And, it came.
Narendra Modi said, in a campaign
speech, that the ‘naamdaar’ should re-
member that his father had become
prime minister as Mr Clean and ended
up as Mr Corruption Number 1. A taste-
less remark, but true. In 1989, Rajiv
Gandhi lost the election because he was
seen as corrupt by ordinary, rural Indians
who made up ditties about the ‘son-in-
law of Italy’. The Congress party has
never explained why the best friends
of Rajiv and his wife, Mr and Mrs Quat-
trocchi, were bribed in this deal. Nor has
there been a credible explanation for
why Rajiv did not make public the names
of those bribed in this deal, even after
Bofors officials came to Delhi and offered
to give them.

Having said this, it is important to re-
member that the BJP has its own explain-
ing to do. When a BJP government came
to power in the Nineties under Atal
Bihari Vajpayee, why was the Bofors in-
vestigation not pursued with sincere de-
termination? Why was the case against
Mr and Mrs Quattrocchi made so poorly
by the Indian government that extradi-
tion requests never held up in a foreign
court? Ottavio Quattrocchi would have
been extradited to India for trial if it had
been. But, whoever advised the Congress
president to continue charging Modi
with corruption should have reminded
him that the ghost of Bofors still lurks in
the shadows of 10 Janpath.

Alas, his advisors are not wise people.
His current Guru Number 1, Sam Pitroda,
added to Congress problems by making
one of the most thoughtless, offensive
remarks I have ever heard. Accosted by
TV reporters last week and asked about
the 1984 pogrom against the Sikhs, he
said, “OK 1984 happened, so what?” He
seemed to forget that the people of Delhi
vote today, and it is in the streets of this
city that more than 3,000 Sikhs were
burned alive by mobs incited by
Congress leaders. He also forgot that
Rajiv Gandhi justified this pogrom.
Others did not. So clips of that shameful
speech went viral on social media.

Rajiv Gandhi has become as much a
player in this general election as his
children. Inevitably, the Prime Minister
started dishing out dirt in a way that he
has hesitated to in the past five years. So
came the story of the INS Viraat being
used as a holiday cruise ship by the
Gandhi family for their Christmas vaca-
tion in Lakshadweep. Retired Naval offi-
cers have tried valiantly to defend Rajiv,
but if you read details of that holiday
published in this newspaper last Friday,
itbecomes very clear that there was mis-
use of a warship and Navy choppers.

The INS Viraat story reminds voters
in the last two phases of this intermi-
nable election that a poor chaiwallah is
up against an arrogant prince. It reminds
them that the prince was brought up
thinking of India as his personal fiefdom
and that the only reason he is fighting
so hard to win it back is because he
wants his royal privileges restored. Modi
has exploited this well in every inter-
view he has given in recent days. But en-
titlement is much despised in today’s
India anyway.

While travelling during this election
[ have for the first time heard ordinary
people in small villages speak of how
wrong it is that the doors of politics are
open only to those who come from privi-
leged families. For the first time, I have
heard people speak of how despicable it
is that political parties have become pri-
vate limited companies. One reason why
Modi remains hugely popular in the vast
hinterland of rural India is because he is
seen as a man who is working for the
country and not his family.

There was a time when the Gandhis
could win elections on their vaunted
charisma. That time has gone. So when
Priyanka Gandhi describes Modi as “the
most cowardly and weak prime minis-
ter I have seen in my life”, as she did last
week, and sneers at his supposed obses-
sion with “my family”, she seems not to
know how much it helps Modi. If he be-
comes prime minister again, it will have
a lot to do with the Congress party mis-
judging the national mood.

Follow Tavleen Singh on Twitter
O @ tavleen_singh





