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A solution in search of a problem

Caution ahead

Election-season temptations for populist
spending pose a challenge to the economy

he first advance estimate of gross domestic pro-
Tduct (GDP) growth for 2018-19 released by the
Central Statistics Office on Monday paints a
mixed picture of the economy. The GDP growth rate for
the full year is projected to be at 7.2%, which is signifi-
cantly higher than the growth rate of 6.7% achieved last
year. Many sectors of the economy are projected to do
better than they did last year in the aftermath of the
twin shocks of demonetisation and the rollout of the
Goods and Services Tax. Sectors such as manufacturing
and construction, for instance, are projected to grow at
a healthy pace of 8.3% and 8.9%, respectively, both of
which are higher than the growth rate of below 6% that
each sector witnessed last year. Interestingly, the CSO’s
growth estimate for 2018-19 appears conservative and is
lower than the estimates made by institutions such as
the Reserve Bank of India and the World Bank. A worry-
ing trend in the economic data is the recent sequential
deceleration in growth over consecutive quarters. Ac-
cording to the CSO, growth is likely to slow down con-
siderably from the average of 7.6% recorded during the
first half of the current fiscal year to around 6.8% in the
second half. This sequential slowdown is expected to
get reflected in the sectoral level data as well with sec-
tors like manufacturing expected to slow down sharply
in the second half of the year compared to the first half.
On the brighter side, investment spending, which has
ailed the economy for long, is expected to pick up final-
ly. Gross fixed capital formation as a percentage of GDP
is expected to reach 33%, the highest in three years.
One of the significant near-term risks to the economy
is the general election that is expected to be held in
May. Regime uncertainty associated with the election
may put a halt to the nascent pick-up witnessed in in-
vestments as corporations might decide to hold back on
big ticket investments until things clear up. A major risk
in the medium to long term is the absence of meaning-
ful structural reforms that are necessary to increase
economic productivity combined with populist policies
that eventually damage the economy. Another peren-
nial risk is the over-dependence on imported oil, which
makes growth heavily dependent on external events of-
ten beyond the control of the government. The project-
ed slowdown in the second half of the fiscal despite the
fall in global oil prices is a worrying sign. Ahead of the
general election, the government may wish to help
growth by boosting spending, but any such move would
be ill-advised. With the fiscal deficit exceeding the Bud-
get estimate by 15% in just the first eight months of the
fiscal year, the government cannot crank up spending
without severely affecting its finances, along with inves-
tor confidence in the economy.

Pull-out puzzle

As Turkey rebulffs its plea to protect Syrian
Kurds, the US. must evaluate its next move

resident Donald Trump’s planned withdrawal of

American troops from Syria ran into trouble this

week as Turkish President Recep Tayyip Erdogan
rebuffed National Security Adviser John Bolton’s sug-
gestions for an orderly exit. After Mr. Trump an-
nounced the pull-out of about 2,000 troops from north-
east Syria, Mr. Bolton had said the troops would leave
the war-torn country after the Islamic State is beaten.
He also said Kurds, U.S. allies in the fight against the IS,
should be protected. This has ostensibly angered Tur-
key, which considers the Syrian Democratic Forces, the
official military wing of Syrian Kurdistan, an offshoot of
the Kurdistan Workers’ Party, deemed a terrorist group
by Ankara and Washington. Mr. Erdogan, who initially
welcomed Mr. Trump’s announcement of troops with-
drawal, lashed out at Mr. Bolton for setting conditions
for the pull-out. Tensions were so high that Mr. Erdogan
refused to meet Mr. Bolton, who was in Turkey. The U.S.
isnow in a fix. Its President has announced the withdra-
wal. But it cannot just exit Syria without considering the
existing geopolitical equations in the region. Kurds
were pivotal in the war against the IS, and it is highly
likely that Turkey could attack them as soon as the U.S.
troops leave. Ankara sees an autonomous, militarily po-
werful Kurdistan on the Syrian side of the border as a
threat to its territorial integrity.

Part of the problem is with the way Mr. Trump an-
nounced his decision to withdraw troops. He should
have held talks with the stakeholders, including Turkey,
Russia and Kurds, before taking a decision. Or he could
have used his intent to pull out from Syria as a bargain-
ing chip to extract concessions from other countries in-
volved in the civil war. In the event, the abrupt announ-
cement has become a concession to Turkey, which was
hamstrung by U.S. presence in the Kurdish-populated
region in pursuing its own military options. In practical
terms, the U.S. has three options. One, it could go
ahead with the unilateral pull-out irrespective of what
Turkey does. This would leave the Kurds at the mercy of
Mr. Erdogan and the Turkish troops. Two, Mr. Trump
can walk back on his decision and continue to station
troops in Syria, influencing, at least partially, the out-
come of the civil war. This is unlikely given his aversion
to keeping troops indefinitely in Syria (and other West
Asian conflict zones). Three, the U.S. can stagger the
withdrawal and pursue talks with Turkey, Russia and
the Syrian government to reach an agreement to gua-
rantee the protection of the Kurds and the defeat of the
IS in Syria. Mr. Bolton’s Ankara trip may have failed to
extract any assurances from Mr. Erdogan, but Washing-
ton should continue to keep diplomatic channels open
to ensure that the pull-out is done in an orderly fashion.

Instead of addressing inequality, the 10% quota for economically weaker sections creates huge anxieties
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implementing reforms is any

guide, India’s reservation sys-
tem is clearly in disarray. However,
it is unlikely that the recently
passed  Constitution  (124th
Amendment) Bill, 2019, creating a
10% quota for the economically
weaker sections (EWS), will serve
as anything more than a band-aid.

Given the deep inequalities pre-
valent in access to education and
jobs based on caste and socio-eco-
nomic status, affirmative action
(or positive discrimination) makes
alot of sense. However, the system
that was put in place during the
early years of the Republic de-
serves serious re-evaluation in an
era when technology has paved
the way for deploying a better
equipped arsenal. Here I present
an evaluation of the potential im-
plications of the EWS quota Bill,
followed by some alternatives.

If the number of demands for

Excluding no one

The Bill promises 10% reservation
to individuals classified as eco-
nomically backward. However,
while a number of criteria were
discussed in the parliamentary de-
bate, the Bill is quite silent on this.
Assuming that among the criteria
discussed in Parliament, those
that are currently applied to the
definition of the Other Backward
Classes (OBC) creamy layer are the
ones to be used, it is not clear how
useful they would be. While the
OBC creamy layer has been creat-
ed to exclude people who are
clearly well off, the EWS quota, in
contrast, is expected to focus on
the poor. One of the criteria — the

income threshold of %8 lakh per
annum - has been mentioned.
The National Sample Survey (NSS)
of 2011-12 shows that the annual
per capita expenditure for 99% of
households falls under this thresh-
old, even when we take inflation
into account. Similarly, as per the
India Human Development Survey
(IHDS), the annual household in-
comes of 98% of households are
less than %8 lakh. Even if we apply
all the other criteria for exclusion
(e.g. amount of land owned and
size of home), the Bill would still
cover over 95% of the households.
So, who are we excluding? Almost
no one.

While the benefits of the EWS
quota are likely to be minimal, the
cost may be higher than one anti-
cipates. First, it is important to re-
member that general category
jobs are open to everyone, includ-
ing Scheduled Caste (SC), Sche-
duled Tribe (ST) and OBC indivi-
duals. Thus, by removing 10% jobs
from the “open” category, it re-
duces the opportunities for cur-
rently reserved groups. Hence,
this is by no means a win-win sit-
uation. This may be particularly
problematic for OBCs since OBC
reservation is limited to 27% of the
seats whereas the OBC population
is at least 40% of the population,
possibly more. Thus, this move is
almost certain to result in calls for
greater OBC reservation, particu-
larly if a constitutional amend-
ment to increase the proportion of
reserved seats from 50% to 60% is
already being adopted.

Getting caste certificates

Second, actual implementation of
the EWS quota could be challeng-
ing. Few non-SC/ST/OBC indivi-
duals have a caste certificate. A
large number of SC/ST/OBC house-
holds report difficulties in obtain-
ing these certificates. How would
an individual practically lay claim
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to this status?

Third, in an era when skill de-
mands are rapidly outpacing sup-
ply of candidates in specialised
fields, the EWS quota increases
the constraints. If a university ad-
vertises for an associate professor
for quantum physics under the
EWS quota and the only suitable
candidate happens to be from an
OBC category, she could not be
hired. These challenges occur for
all positions under specifically re-
served categories and we have
chosen to live with these difficul-
ties in the interest of the greater
good of equity. However, there is
little benefit to be derived from the
EWS quota.

Redesigning reservations
Arguably, the greatest cost of this
amendment lies in the foregone
opportunity to develop an en-
hanced and more effective reser-
vation policy so that we can ge-
nuinely see an end to the
entrenched inequalities in Indian
society in the medium term. We
have gotten so used to business as
usual that we make no effort to
sharpen our focus and look for
more effective solutions, solutions
that would make reservations re-
dundant in 50 years.

If we were to redesign from
scratch, what would an effective
affirmative action policy look like?
If the goal is to help as many peo-
ple as possible, we are facing a se-
rious challenge. On the one hand,
50% reservation looks very large;

Let the grassroots breathe

Local bodies must not be administrative vessels for implementing programmes of the Central and State governments

MATHEW IDICULLA

ne of the first decisions of
Othe newly elected Ashok

Gehlot government in Ra-
jasthan has been to scrap the mini-
mum educational qualification cri-
teria for candidates contesting
local body elections. This reverses
the amendments introduced by
the previous government of the
BJP in 2015 which required candi-
dates contesting the zila parishad
and panchayat samiti elections to
have passed Class 10 and those
contesting sarpanch elections to
have passed Class 8. Further, it dis-
allowed those without functional
toilets in their home to contest.
Following this, Haryana also intro-
duced similar restrictions for con-
testing local body elections.

The decisions by the Rajasthan
and Haryana governments were
widely criticised and also chal-
lenged in the courts. However, in
December 2015, a two-judge
Bench of the Supreme Court in
Rajbala v. State of Haryana upheld
the validity of the amendments to
the Haryana Panchayati Raj Act. In
a contentious judgment authored
by Justice J. Chelameswar, the

court held that prescription of
educational qualification was justi-
fiable for better administration
and did not violate the right to
equality enshrined in the Constitu-
tion. The latest decision of the
Gehlot government has once again
revived the debate on the fairness
of having such restrictions.

Prescribing educational qualifi-
cations for contesting elections is
problematic in multiple ways.
Fundamentally, it unduly restricts
a citizen’s right to contest elec-
tions and thereby challenges the
basic premise of a republican de-
mocracy. Denying the right to con-
test effectively restricts the right of
a citizen to vote for a candidate of
her choice since more than half
the population is restricted from
contesting. Further, it dispropor-
tionately disenfranchises the more
marginal sections of society: wo-
men, Dalits and poor. In a country
like India with unequal access to
education, it is cruel to blame citi-
zens for the failure of the state to
fulfil its constitutional obligations.
The decision by the Gehlot govern-
ment is hence a necessary correc-
tive to an unjust rule.

Rationale for restrictions

Beyond the correctness of these
decisions, it is also important to
look at the underlying rationale
for introducing educational quali-
fications specifically for local go-
vernment elections. After all, such

MOHAMMAD ARIF

restrictions do not exist for those
contesting parliamentary or As-
sembly elections. In fact, in the
present Lok Sabha, 13% of MPs are
under-matriculates, a share higher
than those of women MPs.

These restrictions reveal that
State governments and courts do
not value local governments for
their representative character. In
Rajbala, the court held that pre-
scription of educational qualifica-
tion is relevant for “better admi-
nistration of the panchayats”. On
the one hand, this is based on an
ill-informed assumption that those
with formal education will be bet-
ter in running panchayats. On the
other, it reveals that State govern-
ments and courts place a premium
on administration over represen-
tation in case of local govern-
ments.

This approach goes against the
very objective of the 73rd and 74th
Amendments that sought to make
panchayats and municipalities re-
presentative institutions with

in the grand scheme of India’s
population it is a blunt and at
times ineffective instrument.

The following statistics from the
Union Public Service Commission
provide a sobering view of ground
realities. In 2014, only 0.14% appli-
cants to the UPSC were selected.
Moreover, the general category
and OBCs have the highest success
rate, about 0.17%, and SCs have
the lowest, about 0.08%. This may
be because of the perception that
it is easier for SCs to be recruited
via the reserved quota and this
may have led to a large number of
SCs taking the civil services exam-
ination. One might say that many
of these candidates are not quali-
fied for these jobs. However, if we
look at the candidates who made it
past the preliminary examination
(providing preliminary quality as-
surance), the picture is equally
grim. Only about 8% of the candi-
dates who took the main examina-
tion succeeded. Here the success
rate is 8.2-8.3% for SC and ST can-
didates, 9.9% for OBCs and 7.8%
for the general category. This sug-
gests that in spite of the grievances
of upper castes, reserved category
applicants are not hugely advan-
taged.

The above statistics tell us that
in spite of reservations, a vast pro-
portion of reserved category appli-
cants do not find a place via the
UPSC examination. I suspect sta-
tistics from other fields may tell a
similar story. This implies that if
we expect reservations to cure the
ills of Indian society, we may have
a long wait.

Spread the benefits

Hence, we must think about alter-
native strategies. One strategy may
be to try and spread the benefits of
reservations as widely as possible
within the existing framework and
ensure that individuals use their
reserved category status only once

adequate representation from
Scheduled Castes, Scheduled
Tribes and women. Though local
governments now have a definite
space within India’s constitutional
structure, they are still seen as ad-
ministrative vessels for imple-
menting programmes of the Cen-
tral and State governments. The
disqualification of candidates who
don’t have toilets in their home or
defecate in open is clearly an ex-
ample where the implementation
of a Central programme like the
Swachh Bharat Mission gets prece-
dence over the need for represen-
tative government.

Denying local democracy

The undermining of local govern-
ments as representative institu-
tions does not take place solely
through the introduction of res-
trictions for contesting elections.
Often it takes a more brazen form:
not holding elections to local go-
vernments. Over the years, many
State governments have sought to
defang local governments by simp-
ly delaying elections on various
grounds. Elections to panchayats
and municipalities in Tamil Nadu
have not been held since 2011. In
Visakhapatnam, elections to its
Municipal Corporation were last
held in 2007. These local govern-
ments now function as bureau-
cratic machines without an elect-
ed council to hold them
accountable.

in their lifetime. This would re-
quire that anyone using reserva-
tions to obtain a benefit such as
college admission must register
his/her Aadhaar number and she
would be ineligible to use reserva-
tions for another benefit (e.g. a
job) in the future. This would re-
quire no changes to the basic fra-
mework but spread the benefits
more broadly within the reserved
category allowing a larger number
of families to seek upward
mobility.

A second strategy might be to
recognise that future economic
growth in India is going to come
from the private sector and entre-
preneurship. In order to ensure
that all Indians, regardless of
caste, class and religion, are able
to partake in economic growth, we
must focus on basic skills. We have
focused on admission to presti-
gious colleges and government
jobs, but little attention is directed
to social inequality in the quality
of elementary schooling. The
IHDS shows that among children
aged 8-11, 68% of the forward caste
children can read at Class 1 level
while the proportion is far lower
for OBCs (56%), SCs (45%) and STs
(40%). This suggests that we need
to focus on reducing inequalities
where they first emerge, within
primary schools.

The challenge we face is that
our mindset is so driven by the re-
servation system that was deve-
loped in a different era that we
have not had the time or the incli-
nation to think about its success or
to examine possible modifica-
tions. The tragedy of the EWC quo-
ta is that it detracts from this out-
of-the-box thinking!

Sonalde Desai is Professor at the
University of Maryland and Professor and
Centre Director at the NCAER-National
Data Innovation Centre. Views are
personal

The continual delay in elections
goes against the purpose of the
73rd and 74th Amendments which
listed the “absence of regular elec-
tions” and “prolonged superses-
sions” as stated reasons behind
their introduction. These amend-
ments also mandated the creation
of a State Election Commission
(SEC) in each State for the prepara-
tion of electoral rolls and the con-
duct of elections to panchayats
and municipalities. However, in
most States, tasks like delimitation
of seats are still done by the State
government instead of the SEC. It
is often under the guise of delimi-
tation of seats that local govern-
ment elections are delayed, espe-
cially when the party in power
fears losses.

India prides itself as a robust de-
mocracy, at least in the procedural
sense, with regular elections and
smooth transfer of power. Howev-
er, the absence of elected councils
in some local governments punch-
es holes in this claim. The lack of
alarm caused by the denial of local
democracy reveals our collective
bias regarding the place of local
governments. Delaying elections
and adding restrictions to contest
prevent local governments from
becoming truly representative
institutions.

Mathew Idiculla is a research consultant
with the Centre for Law and Policy
Research, Bengaluru
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An electoral gimmick
Reservations cannot
eradicate poverty, solve the
agrarian crisis or generate
employment (“Parliament
passes Bill to provide 10%
quota for poor”, Jan. 10). At
a time when systemic
responses to these
problems are warranted,
choosing the easy way of
providing reservation
amounts to escapism.

AVI SHUKLA,
Patna

The point of reservation is
to provide adequate
representation to
unrepresented classes, not
create employment.
Incomes fluctuate, so
providing reservation on
the basis of income makes
little sense. The Bill also
violates the 50%
reservation rule established

by the Supreme Court in
the Indira Sawhney case.
The fact that this Bill seeks
to alter the Constitution,
was introduced without
inviting public comments,
and is not based on any
empirical data proves that
it is an electoral gimmick.

GURPARTAP SINGH BHULLAR,
Chandigarh

The reservation policy was
initiated as a temporary
provision (for 10 years) for
the Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes in our
Constitution in 1950. Seven
decades later, we are only
busy expanding the
reservation policy to
include more groups of
people. Why can’t there be
a way of finding out which
categories of people have
truly benefited from
reservation and then

update the policy
accordingly?
VICTOR FRANK A.,
Chennai

The Bill raises two issues,
both of which were
mentioned in Parliament.
One, what is the
justification for fixing the
quota at 10%? And two,
how can a household
getting a daily income of
32,100 be called poor?

R.M. MANOHARAN,
Chennai

Where are the jobs for
which the government is
promising reservation? The
numbers on employment
generation are contentious.
Instead of reservation,
shouldn’t the government
be focussing on providing
quality education and
strengthening our

educational institutions?

SAMEER BHOI,
Bargarh

Question of citizenship
The passage of the
controversial Citizenship
(Amendment) Bill, 2016 in
the Lok Sabha has upset
many in Assam and the
Northeast (“Mass
messaging”, Jan.10).
Protests against both the
State and Union
governments are taking
place daily on the streets of
Assam. Various
organisations have already
submitted thousands of
memoranda to the Joint
Parliamentary Committee
for withdrawal of the Bill,
but in vain. The Bill
overrides the provisions of
the Assam Accord. National
parties must realise that for
the Northeast,

development is essential progressively worse.

but not at the cost of M.R.G. MURTHY,

identity. Mysuru

BANRAJ KALITA,

Guwahati Debating Sabarimala
The article, “Sabarimala

Sexist remarks through the ages” (Jan. 10),

Congress president Rahul comes days after the

Gandhi’s remarks that Readers’ Editor’s column

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi asked a woman,
Defence Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman, to protect him,
and that Mr. Modi should
be “aman” and answer Mr.
Gandhi’s questions on the
Rafale deal are immature
and lack decency. As the
president of a national
party who is reportedly
dreaming of becoming
Prime Minister, Mr. Gandhi
must exercise restraint
while speaking in public,
especially about the Prime
Minister. The standard of
public discourse is getting

on the newspaper’s
coverage of Sabarimala.
The RE spoke about how
the newspaper is covering
all angles of the protest. But
this article is just another
addition to the ones that
have been published on the
opinion pages defending
the judgment. I challenge
you to publish at least one
piece with the viewpoints
of a devotee articulating the
opposite view.

J. MURUGANANDHAN,
Chennai
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