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The findings of the National Family Health Survey-4 bring
good news: infant mortality has fallen, the sex ratio has impro-
ved and vaccine coverage has spread. It also brings bad news:
non-communicable diseases are gaining ground — the incid-
ence of diabetes is 20.3% and that of hypertension, 22.2%. The-
se, once regarded as the diseases of the rich, call for new think-
ing and an innovative response.

These chronic diseases, left medically unmanaged, increase
the possibility of infectious diseases. That at least one-fifth of
the population suffers from chronic diseases making them
vulnerable to infectious, life-threatening diseases presents a
public health challenge. The Indian healthcare system, though

woefully inadequate in terms of access
and delivery, has been more concerned
with tackling infectious diseases. While
these can be tackled through mission-mo-
de vaccination efforts, diseases like hyp-
ertension and diabetes require sustained
medical care, besides lifestyle modifica-
tion. Given the high levels of out-of-pock-

et expense in healthcare, coupled with poor access and delive-
ry, the poor are more likely to go without medical care, leading
to higher instances of disability that would impact their prod-
uctivity and income earning capability, besides pushing them
into a debt trap as they borrow to treat illnesses.

The government needs to focus on improving healthcare ac-
cess and delivery, ensuring availability of medical personnel
and affordable medicine to manage chronic ailments. It needs
to take serious measures to improve sanitation and address
air and water pollution that contribute to aggravate non-in-
fectious diseases. All this requires higher levels of investme-
nt, smart policy, leveraging of available funds and accountabi-
lity in the system.

Non-Communicable
Disease Challenge
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Wasting: Attention Needed

H L Mencken
Writer

“Immorality: 
the morality 
of those who 
are having a 
better time.”

No. The show will not be 
called Koffee with Daddee.
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Children under 5 years who are…

Severely 
wasted** (%)
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Wasting, or low weight-for-height, is one indicator of nutritional 
status in children in the just-released National Family Health Survey 
data that needs immediate attention as it has shown no improvement 
since the previous assessment 10 years ago. Wasting, a strong 
predictor of mortality among children under fi ve, is usually the result 
of acute signifi cant food shortage and/or disease…
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Khaki Cop Out is
Not What’s Needed
The average Indian’s relationship with the men in khaki is a
fraught one. There is no reason to suppose that the colour of
their uniform has anything to do with public perception of
the lathi-wielding constabulary, but there is a curious resis-
tance from both sides to change the dusty hued uniforms.
For at least a decade, there have been moves to make our lot
look more like New York’s Finest, complete with blue outfits
and peaked caps, not to mention all the other gear that Ame-
rican cop serials show. Yet, khaki remains the chosen colour
of policemen, barring Kolkata Police that still sports white.
So, there may be substance to the assertion by a senior police
officer that “khaki has gained a certain status in our society:
it inspires confidence among citizens, and strikes fear in the
heart of criminals”, when commenting on Bollywood’s favo-
urite designer Manish Malhotra being roped in to design
new uniforms for Mumbai's police force back in 2010.

The Central Industrial Security Force reiterated this intri-
guing affinity for khaki when it decided this week to go back
to their old fatigues for the airport security staff after less
than a month in civilian suits. The new look did not go down
well with passengers, as mufti simply does not carry the
same cautionary cachet as khaki. Clearly, the attitude and
image of police forces need makeovers than their attire.

Our police forces’ attitudes and image
need makeovers, not their attire

The Goods and Services Tax (GST) Council has reported-
ly approved the draft Central GST and the Integrated
GST laws. This is welcome, and would enable the Centre
to introduce the legislation in Parliament. The council
expects to finalise the model state GST law by mid-Mar-
ch. All state legislatures have to pass the law. All rules of
all laws have to be finalised and published. Only thereaf-
ter can companies start preparing their accounting sys-
tems to switch to GST. What is sacrosanct is not an arbit-
rary date for commencement of the tax but a minimum
period of three months after publication of GST rules for
the actual tax rollout.

Apeak rate of GST at 40%, instead of the earlier agreed-
upon rate of 28%, is a bad idea. The rationale of leaving
room to merge cesses into the GST rate is spurious. The
cess (read: a sin-tax component not eligible for input tax
credit) on the highest tariff of 28% for ultra-luxury and
demerit goods need not be merged into GST. The peak

rate along with the cess will keep the
chain unbroken, while discouraging
sin consumption. The proceeds of the
cess will be used during the transition
period of five years, to compensate st-
ates for any revenue loss. States must
not fret. They will collect tax on servi-
ces and even a share of the Central

GST from the divisible pool of taxes. That’s a revenue bo-
nanza. As the Indian economy becomes more formal and
organised, more products and services will come under
the GST. It creates audit trails that would widen the tax
base, and help bring down rates.

The average value-added-tax rate in the OECD rose
from 17.7% in 2009 to 19% in 2015 as many members of the
EU raised rates following the financial crisis. It has rem-
ained stable since 2015. The model law must have commo-
dity-specific rates approved by Parliament. The council
must stick to the original four-rate structure ranging
from 5% to 28%. Regrettably, it excludes real estate, elec-
tricity, alcohol and petroleum products. Subsuming all
indirect taxes is the way to go. The greater the coverage,
the lower the rate of tax.

Stick to Moderate
Rates of GST
Start three months after rules are finalised

K P RASTOGI

I’ve nursed a deep desire since
childhood to see truth, face-to-
face. I knew that truth would
remain elusive unless I learnt
to recognise the true nature of
my own self and the world aro-
und me. But bookish knowled-
ge did not take me any closer to
this goal. Knowledge derived
with the help of the senses is
not entirely dependable, for
our senses can deceive us.

Dejected, I turned towards
‘Gyan Marg’, I read a lot. The
result? I became an atheist. Th-
ere is no God, there is no power
that controls the universe, I
told myself. Evolution is at the
root of all that has evolved and
that is evolving at present. All
the mysteries of the universe
are the result of evolution, in-
cluding even consciousness
and self-consciousness. God is
not the creator of man; man is
the creator of God.

Perhaps a purified, controlled
mind can do what an unpurifi-
ed mind cannot do. But had it
been so, Buddha would not
have kept silent when he was
asked three times by a renown-
ed saint, “Do you believe in
God?” Newton, too, knew that
his knowledge was shallow, “I
am picking up pebbles on the
sea shore,” he remarked.

Where the mind fails, can the
heart succeed? ‘Prem Marg’ co-
uld well help us achieve what
‘Gyan Marg’ has failed to do. I
followed this path for a while
but remained unsatisfied. So-
metimes, I ask myself, “Suppo-
se I had more than five senses,
say, 20 or 30 — how would the
universe appear to me?” What
will happen to my idea of reali-
ty, to present-day science and
mathematics, and to the arro-
gance of man?

Eternal Hide
and Seek

The Akhil Bharatiya Vi-
dyarthi Parishad — or
ABVP, with its uncanny
sonic resemblance to that
other ghetto, EPDP, or East
Pakistan Displaced Per-

sons Colony that is Delhi’s Chittaran-
jan Park — was founded in 1977. In
1948, you say? It doesn’t matter. 1977,
1947. Po-tay-toes, pa-tan-jali.

Facts never really are the point when
it comes to this student organisation af-
filiated to that cultural organisation,
Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS).
Neither do facts matter in remotely un-
derstanding the ABVP. Using facts to
figure out its activities is like using qu-
antum electrodynamics to take off your
socks. They will just come in the way.

For all its recent forays into shove-po-
litics beyond its usual creche of univ-
ersity campuses, do not confuse it with
the Bharatiya Janata Yuva Morcha
(BJYM), which happens to be a real
‘youth’ political outfit and is affiliated
to the BJP. ABVP is just a Chhota
Bheem trying to be some kind of non-
Dalit Panthers in front of a youth-
obsessed nation that mistakes volume
for content and acronyms for words.

As a non-student — and someone who
never remotely participated in student
politics beyond being in the periphery
of a pre-social media demand for bet-
ter powder for the university sports
room carrom board — the first time I
heard about these vidyarthis (sic) was
some six years ago. With the Valenti-
ne’s Day agitation slot having already
been taken by the Shiv Sena and other
copycat groups like the Sri Ram Sene
and Amartya Sene, the ABVP settled
for something that was below any self-
respecting goon squad’s pay grade:
blackening the faces in 2011of…no, not

of a gone-rogue former director of Pri-
me Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s
PMO during a book launch of a form-
er Pakistani foreign minister…but of
— wait for it — the anchors of MTV
Roadies, the reality TV show.

Incidentally, one of the anchors bore
the name of Raghu Ram, which I’m
told by reliable sources in the RSS, res-
ulted in a conundrum among the soc-
iocultural circles of that purely cultu-
ral organisation.

Having just discovered feminism, the
ABVP was incensed by the style in whi-
ch the MTV Roadies anchors had been
judging contestants, especially female
contestants who may have really bro-
ken down into tears in a reality show,
the rest of their lives now left in tat-
ters. “We will not tolerate derogatory
language and humiliation of women
in TV shows,” the operative words
being ‘in a TV show’.

A decade later, however, the ABVP
seems to have entered its post-Naniji
post-feminist phase. In December 2016,
ABVP member and former Delhi Uni-
versity Students’ Union (Dusu) presi-
dent Satender Awana, ably supported
by other vidyarthis (sic), was caught
on video threatening the dean of DU
law faculty Ved Kumari, a woman, in
what my family calls ‘non-Sanskriti-
sed’ language.

So what got the ABVP to let its spittle
fly? Did it object to the ‘sickular’ laws of
the land that students were being tau-
ght? Was it agitated about the ‘Marxist
slant’ that some statutes were being int-

erpreted in the classrooms, such as ‘peo-
ple breaking the law must face the law’?

Nope. ABVP was protesting against
some vidyarthis disallowed from app-
earing for exams since they did not
meet DU’s attendance criteria. Not qu-
ite the kind of thing you’d expect from
a bunch getting major airplay after it
disrupted a literary seminar at Ram-
jas College with a show of thuggery
because of the scheduled participati-
on of two perceived ‘anti-nationals’ —
the two from raving loony anarchist-
breeding JNU too!

In the clash that accompanied a pro-
test march by the Inquilab Zindabad
the Sailor!-inspired All India Students’
Association (AISA) and the Students’
Federation of India (SFI) — both of
which traditionally have a tendency of
spotting a fascist in a sparrow’s right
wing — against the original ABVP pro-
test, the ABVP ‘graduated’ from a bun-
ch of wannabe Shiv Sainiks to a mot-
ley crew using universities as labora-
tories to see — and showcase — what
can be done beyond the campuses.

And who are they advertising their
services to? Let’s just say folks who use
‘the nation’s youth’ to reap political de-
mographic dividends and get a firmer
grip on the pulleys of patronage with-
in institutions, including those for hi-
gher learning. Essentially, the ABVP
are shocktroopers upping their game.

But while everyone seems to fall for
the ABVP’s self-description of being
guardians of nationalism — that in-
corporates the old favourites of ‘mora-
lity’ and ‘tradition’ — I can’t help but
think that these vigilante-vidyarthis
are not too nationalistic, but not nati-
onalistic enough.

Has the ABVP, after all, considered
why Western toilets have taken over
India even outside the septic tanks of
JNU and Ramjas? Also, if the ABVP
was really, really serious about nation-
alism in a reality TV way, it would have
demanded anti-national Kashmir to
be kicked out of the Union. But the sad
fact is the ABVP is simply not nationa-
listic enough.

indrajit.hazra@timesgroup.com

Not Nationalistic Enough

Indrajit Hazra

Scholarly stuff
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G
DPnumbers released by the
Central Statistical Organi-
sation in end-February ha-
ve reignited the debate over
whether the economy has

got over the demonetisation shock.
But one thing is quite clear: the econ-
omy is growing well below potential.

So what can we do to ensure the ec-
onomy realises its potential? The Eco-
nomic Survey’s suggestion is simple.
Get non-performing assets (NPAs) off
bank balance-sheets and, hey, presto,
both bank and corporate balance-
sheets will look ‘fair and lovely’.

The trend of low and falling private
corporate investment, the biggest st-
umbling block to growth revival, will
be reversed. Corporates will start de-
manding credit, banks will start lend-
ing, and today’s vicious circle of low
credit offtake, low investment and low
growth will be replaced by a virtuous
one of higher credit offtake, higher
investment and growth.

No TARPaulin
The idea is not new. Many countries
have tried variants of it in the past,
the most recent being the US with its
Troubled Asset Relief Program
(Tarp), implemented in the afterma-
th of the 2008 financial crisis, followi-
ng the collapse of Lehman Brothers.
And with considerable success.

As chief economic adviser Arvind
Subramanian put it, transferring

NPAs to a Public Sector Asset Reha-
bilitation Agency (PARA) could “eli-
minate most of the obstacles curren-
tly plaguing loan resolution. It could
solve the coordination problem sin-
ce debts would be centralised in one
agency; it could be set up with proper
incentives by giving it an explicit
mandate to maximise recoveries wi-
thin a defined time and it would sepa-
rate the loan resolution process from
concerns about bank capital.”

So how would PARA work? In the
article, ‘Rehab for the Balance Sheet’
(The Indian Express, goo.gl/TDai7F),
Joshua Felman of the IMF, Rangeet
Ghosh, Syed Subair Naqvi and Sub-
ramanian wrote, “It would purchase
specified loans from banks and then
work them out, depending on profes-
sional assessments of the value-ma-
ximising strategy. Once the loans are
off the books of the public sector ba-
nks, the government would recapita-
lise them, thereby allowing them to
shift their resources — financial and
human — back toward the critical
task of making new loans.”

“Similarly, once the financial viabi-
lity of the over-indebted enterprises
is restored, they will be able to focus
on their operations, rather than the-
ir finances. And they will finally be
able to consider new investments.”

On paper, it seems a neat solution.
So why don’t others, including finan-
ce minister Arun Jaitley and former
RBI governor Raghuram Rajan, sha-
re that optimism? To be sure, the FM
has not dismissed the suggestion co-
mpletely. But as a seasoned politici-
an, he hit the nail on the head when
he pointed out that a PARA that is
nothing but a publicly-funded asset
reconstruction company (ARC) by
another name is no answer. It would
become just another white elephant.

In an interview to ET Now, the FM

drew a parallel between Air India and
private airlines. The former is dep-
endent (a drain?) on government fin-
ances, while private airlines operate
as well, if not far better, without any
budgetary support. Likewise, if PARA
depends on a lifeline from govern-
ment, it is not a solution.

Agreed, the twin balance-sheet pro-
blem — impaired bank and corporate
balance-sheets — needs to be address-
ed. “Earnings of the stressed compa-
nies have deteriorated, forcing them
to borrow more to sustain their oper-
ations. Since 2007-08, the debts of the
top 10 stressed corporate groups ha-
ve multiplied fivefold,” Jaitley said.

Musical Chairs
With balance-sheets under (such) st-
rain, the private corporate sector has
been forced to curb its investments,
while banks have been reducing cre-
dit in real terms. To sustain growth,
these trends will need to be reversed.
And the only way to do so is by fixing
the underlying balance-sheet prob-
lems (read: transferring bad debts to
another entity that can then concent-
rate on recovery).”

The problem is there is no guarant-
eethe issues that plague private ARCs
— “the new bankruptcy system is
not yet fully in place; even when it is,
considerable time will be needed be-

fore it is ready to handle the large ca-
ses” — will not hamper PARA. Fund-
ing is another issue that will have to
be addressed.

Even assuming for the sake of ar-
gument that funding is taken care of
(the proposal envisages a mix of gov-
ernment and private funding), and
PARA is magically able to recover
dues (despite the inefficient bankrup-
tcy process), it would, at best, add-
ress the stock of NPAs. This is equal-
ly true of the idea mooted by RBI de-
puty governor Viral Acharya to crea-
te two asset management companies
— one private and another that is qu-
asi-government — to solve the pro-
blem of bank NPAs.

As with demonetisation in the con-
text of black money and Ujwal Dis-
com Assurance Yojana (UDAY) in the
context of the power sector, neither
PARA nor the new ARCs would be ab-
le to ensure fresh NPAs are not creat-
ed. For that, banks must be able to fu-
nction as commercial entities, not as
extensions of the finance ministry.

Is the government willing to do
that? Till such time as the answer is
‘no’, PARA will not parachute us into
safe territory. It could well create a
moral hazard and set us up for anoth-
er bigger problem a few years down
the line. And that is the biggest reason
why we must not go the PARA way.

PARAchuting into Trouble
APublic Sector Asset Rehabilitation Agency can, at best, tackle the stock, not the flow, of NPAs

Mythili Bhusnurmath

Not quite a commando operation
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Finance minister Arun Jaitley hit the nail on the head
when he pointed out that a PARA that is nothing but
a publicly-funded ARC by another name is no answer

JACQUES BUGHIN ET AL

As new markets emerge, pro-
fit pools shift and digital tech-
nologies pervade more of eve-
ryday life, it’s easy to assume
that the economy’s digitisati-
on is already far advanced.

According to our latest rese-
arch, however, the forces of
digital have yet to become ful-
ly mainstream. On average,
industries are less than 40%
digitised, despite the relative-
ly deep penetration of these
technologies in media, retail
and hi-tech. As digitisation
penetrates more fully, it will
dampen revenue and profit
growth for some, particularly
the bottom quartile of compa-
nies, according to our resear-
ch, while the top quartile cap-
tures disproportionate gains.

Bold, tightly integrated digit-
alstrategies will be the biggest
differentiator between com-
panies that win and compani-
es that don’t, and the biggest
payouts will go to those that
initiate digital disruptions.
Fast-followers with operatio-
nal excellence and superior
organisational health won’t
be far behind.…

By reducing economic fricti-
on, digitisation enables com-
petition that pressures reven-
ue and profit growth. Current
levels of digitisation have al-
ready taken out, on average,
up to six points of annual rev-
enue and 4.5 points of growth
in earnings before interest
and taxes (EBIT). And there’s
more pressure ahead, our res-
earch suggests, as digital pe-
netration deepens. While this
is hardly encouraging, execu-
tives should bear in mind that
these are average declines ac-
ross all industries.

From “The Case for Digital
Reinvention”

Digital
Divider

Citings

Letters to the editor may be addressed to

editet@timesgroup.com

Let Upper House
Select Judges
Apropos the Edit, ‘Neither
Collegium Nor a Commission’
(Mar 4), the doctrine of separa-
tion of power defines jurisdic-
tion of three parts of govern-
ment, legislature, executive
and judiciary, but the legisla-
ture has overruled some SC
judgements, leaving a questi-
on of supremacy. The questi-
on is not only of transparency
of judiciary but efficiency and
effectiveness as well. It is a
novel idea to hand over judici-
al appointments to the Upper
House for ensuring transpar-
ency and accountability.

SANJAY TIWARI
Hisar

Commission is
the Best Bet
This refers to the Edit, ‘Neith-
er Collegium Nor a Commissi-
on’. No timely decision is ever
taken by a parliamentary com-
mittee. Please note that you’re
attempting to compare Indian
parliamentarians with their

US counterpa-
rts. Just look
at the quality
of debate in
the US, Cana-
da or the UK.
And now com-
pare it with the
Indian Parlia-

ment. Impossible, right? The
proposed Judicial Appointme-
nts Commission appears to be
the best bet, in the present cir-
cumstances. We may review
this setup after about 25 years.

VENKATRAMAN
Ambarnath

Modi & Trump:
(Dis)Similarities
Apropos the juxtaposed expo-
sition in ‘Our PM and Their
President’ (Mar 4), the two
leaders know well how to blow
hot and cold adjusting the tim-
ing therefor. Both leaders know
election campaign is different
from governance. Both show
nationalism but Modi believes
in globalisation because India
recently got into it and the US
having been in it, Trump wants
less of it. Both need diplomacy
of a high order in a world whe-
re more of near-equals are em-
erging. Their public addresses
could differ from private exec-
utive actions. Success of both
will depend on diplomatic
handling in today’s world.

K U MADA
Mumbai
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