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Govt failure to fix what
'revenue’ is haunts telcos

If telcos have to pay I92,000-cr in dues, it will be due to
govt failure to settle definition of ‘revenue’ since 2006

F TELECOM OPERATORS do lose their case against the department of

telecommunications (DoT)—hearings are going on in the Supreme Court

right now—and end up having to pay 392,000 crore, this will be a big blow

toanindustrywhichisalready tottering underbothlarge debt burdens and
falling revenues. How much DoT will finally charge telcosis not clear since a large
part of this is really penalties, interest and interest-upon-penalties. The largest
dues are those of Airtel, which owes 21,682 crore, but of this, the actual dues
arejust 5,528 crore, the interest on this is 9,816 crore; and while the penalty
is 2,407 crore, the interest on this is ¥3,930 crore. Not surprisingly, since the
interest/penalty component is very large, just three years ago, in 2016, the total
dues for all telcos were 329,474 crore. Given that, till now, there is no clarity on
what comprises ‘revenue’, it is not clear how the government is even levying
penalties and interest on these demands.

In1999,when the telecom operators were in deep trouble and not able to pay
the exorbitant fixed-license fees they had bid, the government offered a bailout
and moved them all to revenue-share-license fees; while the grateful operators
grabbed the opportunity, there was no formal definition of what was to be
included in ‘revenue’. While litigation soon started on this, in July 2006 —DoT
wanted most ‘revenue’ streams to be included while telcos said this couldn’t
include, forinstance,the interest they earned on deposits—the Telecom Dispute
Settlement and Appellate Tribunal (TDSAT) ruled in favour of telcos and said DoT
couldn’t charge a license fee from revenues/activities that did not require a
license from DoT.When DoT took the matter to the Supreme Court (SC), SC dis-
missed the petition. Meanwhile, the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (Trai)
gave its recommendations on what should be included in ‘revenue’ and TDSAT
accepted this in its final order in August 2007.

The DoT approached SC again on the TDSAT order,but with a newargument.
DoT argued that it had decided what would be included in ‘revenue’; so this was
a ‘licence condition’. TDSAT, DoT argued, could decide on a dispute on a license
condition, but it could not rule on whether or not a licence condition was fair or
not.The SC agreed with this,and added that, if the telcos found the licence con-
dition onerous, they could have exited the business. The TDSAT then looked at
the matteragain given SC’srestrictions on its powers and,when it came out with
an order, the telcos challenged this in various courts.

There are, then, two issues that arise from this. First, till now, there is no set-
tled definition of what comprises ‘revenues’,so DoT shouldn’t be charging penal-
ties and interest on ‘dues’ from the past. More important, it speaks volumes for
just how casual the government’s attitude was, as a result of which, a dispute
wasn’t settled since at least 2006 when TDSAT first ruled on the issue; both the
UPAand NDA governments are to blame for this. Sadly, this is not the only prob-
lem that the sector is facing; so, if the government is serious about helping it
develop,a comprehensive solution is required for all these issues.

Global issues, local answers

Scale-up citizen-led efforts to preserve environment

ITH DRASTIC CLIMATE change already threatening the quotidian

lives of millions of people, evidenced, most recently, in the long-

delayed and disappointing monsoon and the extreme heat stress

being experienced globally, the effects of environment degrada-
tion are for everyone for to see. However, what might not be as immediately visi-
ble are efforts at conservation and rehabilitation—mostly, because the most suc-
cessful of these have resulted from protracted, concerted local efforts led by
concerned citizens.Take, for instance, Jadav‘Molai’ Payeng, who single-handedly
raised a forest that spreads over 1,360 acres in Majauli Island in Assam by plant-
ing a sapling every single day for 35 years, reviving an island that scientists had
declared near death. Payeng,who began this project when hewasall of 16 years old
and continuesit till date—his aim is to create another 5,000 acres of forest cover—
was awarded the Padma Shriin 2015.

Payeng’sis notanisolated case; while they maynot be recipients of civilian hon-
ours, others, too, have taken up the mantle in doing their bit to protect the envi-
ronment.In Bengaluruin 2017,Anand Malligavad,a mechanical engineer by train-
ing,rejuvenated the 36-acre Kyalasanahalli Lake inamere 45 days with the help of
local citizens and CSR funds from Sansera Foundation, which the techie was then
heading. Anand went door-to-door, covering almost 400 households, to spread
awareness about the need to restore the lakes the city was famed for before people
started showing up to help with the project. Together, they removed 5 lakh cubic
metres of mud from the lake, diverted two canals of the storm-water drain away
from the lake so that the September rains could revive it,and created two Japanese
Miyawaki forests of almost 25,000 square feet on the lake. Further, 186 borewells
were created and recharged around the lake to cater to the needs of farmers who
constitute the majority population of the area, thereby dissuading them from using
the lake water directly for irrigation purposes. Malligavad has since revived the
Vabasandra and Konasandra lakes,and created plans to revive Gaviand Nanjapura
lakes—all part of his goal to restore 45 lakes to their former glory by 2025. Similar
success was noticed in the clean-up of Mumbai’s Juhu beach, driven by citizens’
collective action last year.

Evidently, if efforts by private individuals can bear such fruit, both the tech-
nology and the will to preserve,even improve the natural environment exist. What
remains is for such localised efforts to be scaled-up, and involve both private
organisations, through their CSR engagement,and the state, through greater cit-
izen engagement in projects pertaining to common and public goods
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Number of billionaires shrinking reduces inequality,
but what matters more is increase in jobs for everyone

NDIA'S BILLIONAIRES ARE shrinking in numbers as per a Business Stan-

dardreport.It noted that the number of billionaire-promoters has reduced

to a three-year low at 71, from an all-time high of 90 in 2018. The report

highlights that 24 Indian billionaire promoters have exited the ‘billionaire
club’as of now, resulting in a combined loss of X1 lakh crore in their net worth.
The exiting billionaires include names like Anil Ambani, Motilal Oswal,and Rana
Kapoor.The major reason attributed to this is the decline in stocks and the over-
all decline of market cap—in 19 sessions after the Budget, more than¥12.1 lakh
crore of investor wealth has been wiped out with the Sensex falling 6.08%.Apart
from the collapse in the markets that caused this,another reason for the fall is
that,with the government getting more serious about getting after defaulters,
and setting up the IBC process, many billionaires are being cut to size.

Given how the top one per cent of India’s population is said to own around
51.49% of the total country’s wealth (according to a Credit Suisse report in 2018),
adecline in the number of billionaires may be viewed as a positive trend result-
ing in wealth inequality reduction. But, mere reduction of the number of bil-
lionaires will not resultin the poorer being better-off; what matters is economic
growth that creates job opportunities for the non-rich as well. Right now, with
growth stalling, and prospects for a recovery a bit dim, the prospects for a
broader jobs growth look poor though.

: Upinion

RECENT ARTICLE
opposes  government
intervention in the tele-
com sector reeling under
adebtofoverX7 trillion.It
argues that theroot cause of the debt is
incompetently run private companies
and their greedy promoters,and, there-
fore,thereisno case forthe government
toreview the penalties of over Y100 bil-
lion facing them. Nor is there any rea-
son to lower the reserve price of 34.92
billion per MHz for the forthcoming
auction of the 5G spectrum.

Unfortunately, such an approach is
short-sighted. It will prevent vital
reform, hurt most stakeholders and
won'’t fix rogue behaviour either.

The Digital Communications Com-
mission (DCC) is the top policy body of
the telecom sector, with secretary level
representation from the Department of
Telecommunications (DoT), Ministry of
Electronicsand Information Technology
(MeitY) and the NITI Aayog. It had asked
Traitoreviewits decisionson the twodif-
ferent matters of penalties and the 5G
reserve price. It wanted lower penalties
in view of the sector’s poor finances and
lower reserve price for 5G spectrumsince
otherwise, it would impedewideraccess
to 5G services. Trai has declined both
appeals. Though a final decision is still
pending,theincumbent companieshave
clearly failed, thus far, in their efforts to
have the penalty waived or the reserve
price of 5Glowered.

Itismisleading tosuggest thateither
of these demands amount to seeking a
bailout. Unlike DCC, incumbents have
not cited poor finance as the reason to
quash or reduce penalties. They have
contested Trai’s decision on merits.There
wasalsoadispute about the jurisdiction
of sectorregulatorTraiand the competi-
tionbody, CCl,in mattersrelated to com-
petition in the telecom sector, which
reached the Supreme Court, where the
issue was ruled on ruled last year. Based
on this order, Telecom Dispute Settle-
mentandAppellate Tribunal (TDSAT) set
asideTrai’sorders,e.g.,predatory pricing.
Themattersofjurisdictionand penalties

THE GREAT TELECOM DEBATE

ITISAPITY THE APEX TELECOM PANEL CHOSE TO ASK TRAITO LOWER ITS PENALTIES CITING THE
POOR HEALTH OF TELCOS; THESE FIRMS HAD QUESTIONED TRAI'S ORDER ON ITS MERITS

Cutting extortionate levies
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arestillin courtsand havelittle todowith
abailout.

Theappeal foralowerreserve priceis
even further from a demand for a
bailout. Experts have raised several
questions about the methodology
adopted by Trai to arrive at the reserve
price and pointed out professional
errors in the computation. The reserve
price is sharply out of line with similar
estimates in other countries. Trai has
providedlittlebeyond cursoryresponses
to the serious questions raised.

The approach to reserve prices is
worrying considering why we need—
and the Supreme Court ordered—the
auctions in the first place. The idea is
tolet the markets discover the correct
price given the complexities of com-
puting it. While a very low reserve
price could, admittedly, attract spec-
ulative bidders and should be avoided,
ahighreserve price seeks to pre-empt
the results of the auction making it
almost redundant.

India’s experience confirms that
final bids can be several times the
reserve price, as happened in the auc-
tion of 3G spectrum in 2010. Equally,
high reserve prices have been no guar-
antee of success.Forexample,thanks to
the high reserve price of 700 MHz spec-
trumin 2016, it found no bidders. Sev-
eral auctions have failed,with over 50%
spectrum unsold or witnessing little to
no bidding beyond the reserve price.In
2016,barely 21% of spectrumwas sold
above the reserve price.

The government’s many pronounce-
ments, including the National Digital
Communications Policy (NDCP), speak
eloquently about leveraging 5G tech-
nologiesforIndia.Itissaid thatwith one

is not a bailout

o\

of the world’s largest telecom networks
and abundant expertise, India is well
placed todriveits nationalagendain 5G.
This includes influencing technology,
standards, hardware, adoption, etc.
However, thisisimpossiblewithout sub-
stantial private sector investments in
thenetwork,and in devices and services.
The sector is now primar-

(2 ONTRIPLE TALAQBILL

Prime minister of India, Narendra Modi

Parliament abolishes Triple Talaq and corrects a
historical wrong done to Muslim women. This is a
victory of gender justice and will further equality in
society. India rejoices today!

datamarkets.Thisis particularlyrelevant
inthe case of 5Gwherethebusiness case
is unclear even in mature telecom mar-
kets. A well-designed auction that
attracts wider participation could pro-
videamuch-neededfillip to India’s aspi-
rations in 5G technologies. Otherwise,
Indiarisks missingthe 5Gboat,likeitdid
for 2G, 3G and 4G. Except, this time, it
would be because we were too greedy in
our auction design.

The industry’s poor financial health
is hardly a claim of vested commercial
interests alone. The sector’s revenues
are down by roughly 40%, as are the
companyvaluations.The DoTand DCC
bothacknowledgeit,as doawiderange
of financial analysts and think tanks.

Indeed, the Minister for

ily driven by private play- m——————————————— Communications and

ers, with government
companies playing a
minor (and sadly, dwin-
dling) role.The only tangi-
ble way, therefore, for the
government to speed up
deployment of 5G is to

India risks missing
the 5G boat, like it
did for 2G, 3G and
LG. Except, this
time, it would be

Information Technology
highlighted this very
aspect in his maiden
briefing after taking over
the portfolio.
Indebtedness is not
just a risk for players

ensure that its rules, spec- because we were  alone.ltaffectslenders—

trum design and alloca- too greedy especially public banks—

tiondonotdeterinvestors and the government,
T ———————

in any part of the 5G
ecosystem.  Arguably,
nowhere is the much-touted Ease of
Business morerelevant thanin creation
of capital-intensive infrastructure.

The existing spectrum design is a
significant risk to investment and
competition. This must worry Traiand
the government alike. More so, since
unsold or unused spectrum is not a
protection against future shortages;
unlike finite natural resources like
coal, water, gas, etc, spectrum is inex-
haustible. Not using it today does not
leave more for future generations!!

There are reports that some incum-
bents plan to skip the 5G auction. It
would beasmall consolation if some old
or new players do bid, despite the high
reserve price.At that price, theywill have
agreaterincentive to prioritise lucrative
customers or regions over expanding
coverage or developing India’s nascent

The backlash against “techlash”is unfair

Filter bubbles and echo
chambers are dangerous,
just not quite in the way
most people think

ITWAS ALMOST inevitable that “tech-
lash”—the growing dislike of tech plat-
forms and, in particular, social media
for its role in undermining democ-
racy—would attract its own backlash.
Key theories such as the filter bubble
and echo chamber are themselves
being challenged.

In a Medium post this week, Jeff
Jarvis,ajournalism professorand blog-
ger, reviewed some of the recent acad-
emicwork on the subject.In particular,
helooked ata paperbyAxel Bruns from
Queensland University of Technology
in Australia provocatively entitled “It’s
Not the Technology, Stupid: How the
‘Echo Chamber’ and ‘Filter Bubble’
Metaphors Have Failed Us.”

In it, Bruns argues we don’t select
friends on solely ideological criteria.
Instead,“contacts from the many facets
of the user’s personal life—family,
friends, acquaintances, workmates,and
others—connectand communicatewith
eachotherinanunrulyand oftenuncon-
trollable mélée.” Because of this, users
encounteragreatervariety of views than
non-users.Theyaren’tlocked intowater-
tight “bubbles” by the social networks’
content selectionalgorithms,Brunssays.

So social networks shouldn’t be held
responsible for the proliferation of fake
news and hyper-partisan commentary.
In fact, Bruns argues, this debate dis-
tracts us from a much more important
question: why are people getting more
intolerant when confronted with
opposing opinions?

He isn’t the only academic to ques-
tion echo chambers (a term coined by
my Bloomberg Opinion colleague Cass
Sunstein) and filter bubbles (a concept
developed by Upworthy co-founder Eli
Pariser).In 2016, Seth Flaxman from
Oxford University, Sharad Goel from
Stanford University and Justin Rao, a
Microsoft Corp employee, noted that
social networks and search engines
increased people’s exposure to mater-
ial from their less preferred side of the

political spectrum, even if they did
reduce “the mean ideological distance
between individuals.” Both effects,
though, were relatively modest.
Perhaps coincidentally, these find-
ings are similar to those of Facebook
Inc’sownresearchers.Ina2015 Science
article, Eytan Bakshy and collaborators
wrote that social networks’algorithms
expose users to “cross-cutting view-
points”—but that users themselves
tend not to click on such links. “Our
work suggests that the power to expose
oneself to perspectives from the other
side in social media lies first and fore-
most with individuals,” Bakshy wrote.
Theseareall valid points.Some social
network users—and not just journal-
ists—often make a conscious effort to
follow people with opposing views as a
reality check. And the vast majority of
people have friends form across the
political spectrum, something that
exposes them to differing views.
Butitwould be misguided to dismiss
the idea of the filter bubble as “the
dumbest metaphor on the internet,’ as
Brunsdoes,becauseitishighlylikelythat
the way in which social networks work
directlyaffects thebehaviourofideolog-
icallyrigidindividualsand theirreaction
to the opposing views they encounter.
Alarge body of academic literature
points to the role social networks play
in organising political action in real life.
Troublingly, this goes for political vio-
lence, too. Last year, Karsten Mueller
from Princeton University and Carlo
Schwarz from the University of War-
wick published a paper showing thatin
German towns with more active Face-
book users, violence against immi-
grants also increased. In April, 2019,
Mattias Wahlstrom and Anton Torn-
berg from the University of Gothenburg
took those findings further by describ-
ing the mechanisms that translate
social media interactions into real-
world xenophobic violence in Sweden.
Atthetime theWahlstrom paperwas

BERSHIDSKY

Bloomberg

written, the largest political group on
the Swedish segment of Facebook was
the ultra-nationalist“Stand Up for Swe-
den”groupwithalmost 170,000 mem-
bers.Suchlarge online communities, the
Swedish researcherswrote,servetolend
moral legitimacy to violent actions by
providing individuals with “feedback,
mutual recognition and emotional
responses that motivate action.” Collec-
tively,theyalsoformanalternative news
and analysis discourse that contradicts
whatever they see of mainstream or
“cross-cutting” views.

In the pre-social network world, it
was hard for hyper-partisan, potentially
violent peopleto find each other,and any
groups such people formed were small.
Now,anyone who has ever had a Twitter
mob descend on them knows how easy
itistomeetlike-minded peopleand have
your hatred reinforced and legitimised.
Echo chambers and filter bubbles don’t
need tobe perfectlyinsulated to produce
the mob effect—and to provide opportu-
nitiesfor paid trolls toincite harassment
and, ultimately, violence. The greatest
danger posed by social media isn’t insu-
lation, itisamplification.

Of course, as Jarvis correctly points
out in his Medium post, any journalist
(myself included) works for an indus-
try that competes with the social net-
works. Collectively, we can be seen as
seeking to preserve our monopoly on
content mediation. To me, however,
there’s no problem with being open
about this. That mediation monopoly
used to be a moderating factor. It kept
public discourse civil and made sure
out-of-control hatred was margin-
alised. Now, the online mobs have pro-
liferated.I’'m not certain this genie can
be chased backinto the bottle,but if the
public backlash against social media
grows ratherthanrecedes,the chances
of that happening will be greater.

This column does not necessarily
reflect the opinion of the editorial
board or Bloomberg LP and its owners

which receives roughly
30% of the sector’s rev-
enues in levies of various kinds. It
affects consumers and the economy at
large, given the countlessways in which
telecommunication affects virtually
every aspect of our lives. We ignore, at
our own peril, the poor health of a sec-
tor that reportedly contributes over 6%
of India’s GDP.

Thereis good reason to reform the
design of India’s spectrum auctions. It
is a travesty to suggest that a lower
reserve price isademand for subsidy. It
is counterproductive to suggest that
reform should be delayed simply
because one believes companies are
run incompetently or that their pro-
moters are greedy. Indeed, coherent
regulation is our best defence against
rogue players and unearned profits.

The author specialises in telecom
regulation and policy

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR
On higher digital tax

At a time when lawmakers globally
are considering an optimal rate of
taxation for multinational tech
companies, hitherto paying a
relatively lower domestic-tax
despite earning significant revenues
and profits from messaging, basic
financial services and online-
advertising, the economy must
review the existing framework too.
Implementation of stringent data-
protection/KYC norms in
conjunction with intelligent
surveillance of transactions is
important to ensure adherence to
information security/financial
standards. Consistency demands an
advanced, tech-enabled mechanism
to micro-monitor the operations of
online/e-commerce portals and
mushrooming messaging/social
media platforms, including those
rendering UPI-based
payments/transfers, in order to
enforce compliance. Fls, Fin-Tech
and data-intensive firms with a
widely dispersed consumer-base,
require ample resources to establish
a world-class infrastructure. A
greater user awareness and large-
scale innovation/optimisation is
needed to facilitate efficient
execution of R&D projects,
availability of classified information
without duplication/redundancy
and cost-effectiveness in operations.
Although restrictions can increase
the cost of credit or transactions for
retail-consumers and impact digital-
operations, it is prudent to boost
tax-revenues by levying an
overhead, subject to the nature of
business and the physical or virtual
location of servers/gateways.
However, establishing a viable
differential tax-framework should be
the long-term objective, wherein
norms to tax multinationals are
based not solely on profitability but
also factor in CSR initiatives,
employment-generation prospects,
volume of transactions and the
number of consumers.

—Girish Lalwani, Delhi
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Kumar and Verma are agricultural economists at the South Asia Office of the
International Food Policy Research Institute, and Padhee is country director-India at
the International Crops Research Institute for the Semi-arid Tropics based in Delhi.
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Well'begun

Isn't always
half done

Can the welcome creation of a separate ministry of
animal husbandry, dairying and fisheries bring
fresh momentum in the growth of allied sectors?
There are several challenges to deal with

HE CREATION OF a sepa-

rateministerial portfolio

for animal husbandry,

dairying and fisheries for

the first time by Prime
Narendra Méitiistelnis second term has
aroused interest amongst enthusiasts
in the agricultural policy space. With
the dominant narrative of doubling
farm- ers’ incomes by 2022 in the
overall pol-

icy framework, and livestock and fish-
eries sub-sectors contributing signifi-
cantly higher to the agricultural GDP
compared to the crop production sub-
sector, the subtle governance move
has been hailed by stakeholders,
mostly in the dairy industry. India
being the largestmilk producerin
theworld surely deservedtohavea

separateline ministry dedicated to the |

sector, afterall.

ILLUSTRATION:
ROHNIT PHORE

The erstwhile Department
of Animal Husbandry, Dairying and
Fisheries (DAHDF)was responsible
foroverseeing mattersrelated to
livestock production,
preservation, protection from
diseases, improvement of stocks,
dairy develop- ment,andalso matters
pertaining tothe Delhi Milk Scheme,
the National Dairy Development
Board, and inland and marine fishing
and fisheries. It advised state
governments and Union Territo- ries
on formulation of policies and pro-
grammes related to animal husbandry,
dairy development and fisheries.
Formed in February 1991, the depart-
ment came under the purview of the
ministry of agriculture and farmers’
welfare. Earlier this year, a new
depart- ment called the Department

of Fish- eries was created out of the sa
erstwhile DAHDF. While the FEfepemmiiiaiion o2

of the new ministry is yet to ti% elyci- the At
datbhetialieduisegorénot oped thatsthethqg
) Vi objective B¥hifg"echifR

thaiyssah AerigaidmsARd

allied’, as is common in
official and academic par-
lance, have largely been
neglected for a long time

the creation of the
new ministry has
been thought-out.

skewed in favour of crop cultivation.
Agricultural policies were bent towards
foodgrain cultivation to overcome the
food shortage crisis in the mid-1960s.
However, long after attaining self-suf-
ficiency and even surplus production,
agricultural policies have remained
undesirably crop-centric. Packages of
benefits,such as the Kisan Credit Cards
(KCC),interest subsidies on farm loans,
etc,targeted at the welfare of the farm-
ing community have remained con-
fined to those cultivating crops till
recently.The KCC schemewas
launched in 1998 and this facility was
extended to livestock and fish farmers
in 2018— after a long gap of 20 years.
Even the most recent Pradhan
Mantri  Kisan Samman  Nidhi
(PM-KISAN) for provid- ing income
support of 6,000 is tar- geted at
farmers who are engaged in
cultivation of crops. The new ministry
could work to extend these benefits
even to those engaged exclusivelyin
the allied sectors. The definition of
the ‘farmer’has to be relooked and
themin- istry can play a pivotal role
in main- streaming these allied
ororphaned sub- sectors. It is
expected that with the creation of
the new ministry, both the
departments under it will have signifi-
cantly higher budget allocations for
existing and new schemes/pro-
grammes, as also investments and
establishment of infrastructure in the
value chain. Buffalo meat and
inland/sea-fish exports having a huge
share in our agri-exports basket are
expected to get the required attention
by the new ministry in coordination
with the ministry of commerce.

There are, however, several chal-
lenges to deal with—and this is why we
call the move ‘potentially’ welcome.
Creation of a

newministryforlivestock,  dairying
and fisheries has chances of
furtherdissociating these froman

inte- grally linked and rather
mainstreamed activity of crop
cultivation. The live- stock
production  system is  closely
interwoven with crop sector in India.
Usually a single-window system is pre—

ferred for b?ﬁﬁ%ﬁf q\%@
£

R ‘%z

TBERES Jiv i

cially with the growmg
emphasis on Blue Revolu-
tion in
India. Howresearch

approach. 1}

despite their growing sig- Else, it will organisations, think

nificance in agricultural pacome acase of tanks, donors and
economy and food and : academia in general will
nutrition security of the kel align and coordinate
country. The importance ~governmentand  their activities with
of animal husbandry, minimum other government and

dairying and fisheries can

quasi-government
hardly be overstated in =—=80¥eInance _, organisations (such as the

times when agricultural
diversification is being rallied as one

the most important drivers of growth
in rural incomes and realising the PM’s
vision of doubling
farmers’income.The 19th Livestock
Census (2012) counted a total
livestock population of 512.06
million. Livestock and fisheries have
together registered an average annual
growth rate of six times more than that
in the crop sector between 2012-13
and 2016-17. Livestock, fishing and
aquaculture account for nearly 329% of
the overall agricultural GDP and 5% of
national GDP. Livestock and fish prod-
ucts together contribute over X7 lakh
crore to total value of the agricultural
output—nearlydouble the
contribution of cereals and pulses
together. While the share of crops in
the value of agri- cultural output has
been declining,that of livestock and
fish products is on a steadily upward
trend.
However, the policy focus and incen-
tive structure in agriculture is highly

HE ECONOMIC SURVEY
2018-19 has projected the
number of elderly population
(60yearsandabove)toincreas
e to 2394million in
thandoubd#hé Ifdr2 millionin 2011.S
o, the need for making ‘investments’
in healthcare forthe elderlyis one of the
two policy prescriptions noted in the

Survey (the otherbeing raising
retirement age).

Is healthcare spending a
consumption expenditure or an

investment expendi-
ture?Theanswerisnotasblackand whit
e. It depends on the kind of health
spending one is talking
about,fromwhose perspec- tive, for
what population, and who the
fundingagencyis.TheIndiancontextad
ds anotherlayer of complexity to this.

Generally, health expenditure on
pre- ventive and primary care is
investment, while hospitalisation
expenditure is con- sumption in
nature. Because primary
healthcareexpenditurehelpsavertdisea
se escalation, it is considered
investment, while hospital expenditure
because of its ‘avoidable’ nature is
regarded as con-
sumption.Bythislogic,allexpenditureo
n yoga—because of its role in
promotion of health and
well-being—is investment. Healthcare
expenditures can be looked at through
other lenses, too. For example, through
the lens of human life cycle,
expenditure on women and child
health- care and nutrition is considered
invest-

ment wh.’ndlt.on elderlyhealt

h- careicconcidered conciimntion

[s 1t iInvestment or
consumption?

The rationale for giving
health sector a boost
calls for a sharper
distinction between
consumption and

lnvestmeﬁtthOf is a development economist, formerly with
the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation and the World

is investment,while public health
spend- ing can be consumption or
investment. Health spending by
not-for-profit firms, too,can be
consumption orinvestment.

Of course,these generalisationshold
at themacro level. At themicro
level, health- care expenditures
canmean a very differ- ent thing. For
example, expenditure on
healthcareofanelderlymaybe considere
d investment by a family if the elderly
is regarded as a source of enormous
moral strength. By this logic,
expenditure on maintaining the health
of ayoung person suffering from a
terminal illness may be considered
consumption. So,you see, the
claQﬁcmlghbﬁfﬁﬁﬁﬁ]éaié@ﬁaéﬁlﬁ&%fﬁ
as consumption or investment is not
that straightforward.So,h i
matter?
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whether healthcare expenditure is con-
sumptionorinvestment,ifa personneed
S
healthcare,he/sheshouldbeabletoacces
s it without experiencing financial
hard- ships.This is the spirit behind the
concept of Universal Health Coverage
(UHC) that has become the priority
objective of the WHO. But for
developing countries like India,UHC
cannot be achieved all at once. Instead,
it is about defining a pathway to
progressively achieving UHC, as greater
resources become  available.This
implies prioritisation of services to be
provided and of the people who are to
be covered along the path to UHC. This
is where the distinction between
consumption and investment comes
handy in prioritising expenditures that
re investments as a countrymarches
towards UHC.Hencethe

HEALTHCARE

Indian Council of Agricul-
scope and yagenHasedschfOrngth g

thatwill havgrgg,slngﬁgﬁgd Qut tRdihe
coming days. We strongly feel that the

current move should not lead to a
similar bifur- cation of the National
Agricultural Research System (NARS)
into separate agencies of agriculture
and veteri- nary/fisheries streams.
The research ecosystem should not be
equated with the  governance
structure  of imple- menting
departments.

While many speculate the move to
have political undertones, if it can do
the trick to shift the blinkered-focus of
policymakers from crop cultivation to
these emerging sectors, it will have
well-served its purpose. Institutions
once created tend to persist.Itis,there-
fore, hoped that the objective behind
the creation of this new ministry has
been well-thought-through. Other-
wise, it will just become another curi-
ous case of maximum government and
minimum governance!

A billion

healthy
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Can National Essential Diagnostics
List alone fight India’s healthcare

battles?

ROTECTION OF PATIENTS, strongerregulatio
ns and right to healthcare were among the
focus areas of general elections.With the
new govern- ment in power, we are yet to see
how many of
ing only thbsewiblfsé@ i loghtitf dagulpla’sotetiylspehe
appetite fal-better healthcare initiatives is voracious. In
what could be a step in this direction, the Indian
Council of Medical Research (ICMR) collaborated with
the ministry of health
and familywelfareand someexpertstoreleasethefinaldr
aft

ofthe National Essential Diagnostics List(NEDL),inthe co
m_

ingmonths (accordingtosources).Asthe government pla
ns

tolaunch pathologylabsatmorethan 500 JanAushadhio

ut- lets,it appearswe are inching closer to finalising
NEDL.

What does it mean to the people? If all goes as
planned, the government will make a set of quality
diagnostic tests available at every healthcare centre,and
the move could makemore than 100 diagnostic tests
accessible to people.

While the move is laudable,India has healthcare
battles
towinon manyfronts,failingwhich NEDLcould fall flat.
We need a more structured approach to address the
growing challenges of the healthcare industry.

The skill development challenge

There is only one government allopathic doctor per
11,082 people—as per last year’s data, India has about
10
lakhallopathydoctorstotreatitsentire population.Also,t
he number of clinicians to conduct tests falls short of
require- ment, and there is a lack of awareness on
diagnostics.The access to diagnostics in remote areas
and even in tier-2 and tier-3 cities is a challenge. NEDL
caters to one side of the story, and accessibility to
equipment cannot ensure better health unless there is
an existing capacity of professionals
whocanperformthesetestsinasuitableinfrastructure.T
he government should consider using NEDL to also
mandate and ensure covering the gapsin this area.

Finding enough doctors and physicians to treat
patients
and trainingthemwell should be thefirst stepbeforeensu
r- ing availability of products and services. Our hospitals
are understaffed, overburdened and ill-equipped. For
India to build better infrastructure,we not only need
qualified doc- tors, but also high-quality equipment and
trained profes- sionals—microbiologists, pathologists,

trained lab techni-
cians.Withoutskilled professionals oradvanced technolo
gy

achievingaccurate diagnosisand effective prognosiswill
be a challenge.A step in this direction could be a
partnership between the government and the medical
device industry.
Together,theycanrundiagnosticawareness campaignsa
nd camps to support the cause, similar to what is being
initi- ated in Andhra Pradesh and Telangana.

Limping healthcare infrastructure

In 2018,the health ministry,under the National
Health Profile, revealed there is one government
hospital bed per 1,844 people and one state-run hospital
for55,591 people. When I think about what NEDL could
possibly do for India, myfirst doubt iswhere are the
hospitals forthis equipment andwhere are the
professionals?

Arecent report noted that, of the 1.5 lakh Health and
Wellness Centres (HWCs) planned by 2022,0onlyabout 3,0
00 (2%) have been completed. Of these, 2,800 are in
aspira-
tional (economically-backward) districts.This entails buil
d- ing at least 50,000HWCs everyyearin the next
threeyears.

If implemented in a phasedmanner,NEDLcould
poten- tially improve access to safe and effective
diagnostic tests forpatients.However,this needs a
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streamlined approach in
synchronywith otherchangesbeing proposed,suchasrev
i- sion of Indian Public Health Standards (IPHS), HWCs
and free diagnostic service initiative of the government.

(IPHS-are a tandiandh eitfdsag@hiilioapoevdibeme fa
. qualit healthidage to frdelivespital caréhbenefit,
— count eNaticnal Rajrakttishbihindisgor00BVEIWCs as

‘ as claims by political pattées seem reassuring, we cannot first

w achieve anything unlessdiin oliabnleng s npsbildroibdingprima
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notion of ‘best buys’that is so common
in the health sector—spending
onnutrition, on health promotion to
reduce non-com- municable diseases,
on birth attendants,
onchildhoodimmunisationare exampl
es
of‘bestbuys’.Peoplewhoadvocate‘rightt
o healthcare’ miss this central point
of affordability and prioritisation.

In their worldview, they overlook
the
factthathealthisfirstandforemostanin
di-
vidual’sown responsibility,then of his/h
er
immediatelyfamily’s,thereafterofthelo
cal governments for ensuring public
goods
suchasclean surroundings,clean drinki
ng water an on. 6rely, the
oovernment can’t be caring about the

people  themselves indulge in
unhealthy behaviour? Talking of
behaviour change, much of it lies
outside of the health sector. Asking for
healthcare is perhaps as impor-
tantasaskingforredressalofdetermina
nts of health such as clean air, hygienic
public
spaces,saferroads.Expendituresonthes
eis mostlyinvestmentinnature.

Givinghealthsectoraboost:At1.3
% of GDP, public health spending in
India pales in comparison to peers such
asViet- nam that spends close to 3% of
its GDP. But the good news is that the
Narendra
Modigovernmentiscommitted toraisin
g thisshareto 2.5% of GDPby 2025.

The principal vehicles for stepping
up government health spending are
Ayush- man Bharat andNational
Health Mission.

and infrastructure areyneh¥éitheste.titee proxisdeal ofHealth
necessities like labora¥lsyioiapacity, these ideas will

crumble. With electionsnnlibetteathuiedyisairned avetagagthen
L ipin or a future|where the new economic vision will
ve

a'clearfocuso heaﬂlfg‘lpamlc healthfacilities,providinglow

er level of care in the country. States
have a major role to play in both
financing and implementing these,
and, in the process, realising the health
financing goal.

At a time when India is experiencing
growth and job  pangs,voices
fromprivate healthcare industry are
getting shriller. The industry is making
a case for higher public health spending
as well as extend- ing incentives.
Healthcare is known to be a human
resource-intensive sector and is also a
major contributor to India’s GDP
growth.But not all levels of health
service delivery contribute equally to
jobs and GDP growth. The government
needs to
adoptagradedstrategy—onethatrequir
es a sound understanding of what
consti-  tutes investment and
consumption in
healthcare.Thisis particularlychallengi
ng when India is also aspiring to emerge
asa destination for medical tourism.

As the government steps up
spending
tomeethealthfinancinggoals,it’simpor
- tant not to lose sight of the

consumption versus investment
d t10 ealth expenditure that is
mption in nature'can be a

thnnrv clanpe hoacrat1icn
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