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It is notable and welcome that the ministry of urban develop-
ment has been able to leverage information technology to ma-
jorly speed up and streamline clearances and approvals for
construction permits in the nation’s two major metropolitan
areas, Delhi and Mumbai. And 51 other cities with a million-
plus population reportedly plan to follow suit, and need to be
incentivised to speedily do so. It would amount to pathbreak-
ing reform; online monitoring of infrastructure projects by
all concerned would also make perfect sense.

There is unacceptable opacity and routine delays in the awa-
rd of construction permits nationwide, and India has the dub-
ious distinction of being placed among the bottom five among

190 countries when it comes to norms for
building permits, in the World Bank’s an-
nual ease of doing business report. There
are at least 29 sets of procedures to be fol-
lowed, and getting all approvals and the
green signal can take many months, even
years. Economist Jagdish Bhagwati has
termed such rigidities as ‘directly unpro-

ductive profit-seeking’, which only add to costs, overheads
and generally stymie economic activity.

The plan now is to thoroughly overhaul systems and proced-
ures, and go for online application, fee payment and building-
plan approval that do away with the need for personal visits, in
Mumbai and Delhi to begin with. Instead of several affidavits,
just one undertaking is all that is now required. And building
plans would be deemed sanctioned by the 31st day of applica-
tion, if not acted on earlier. The move can purposefully stem
rent-seeking and shore up transparency in real estate. Abroad,
in the mature economies, real estate accounts for a significant
part of overall economic growth; there is no reason for the like
figure to remain far lower here.

For Real Estate, Truly
a Giant Leap Forward

CAMERADERIE

Women in Politics

Margaret Fuller
Journalist

“Men for 
the sake of 
getting a 
living forget 
to live.”

Haanji, this time I’ve 
won through the 

tandoori Duckworth-
Lewis method!
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The number of women in national parliaments as well as 
their participation at the ministerial level worldwide have 
shown little improvement in 2016. The global average of 
women in national parliaments increased only slightly from 
22.6% in 2015 to 23.3% in 2016 while their participation at 
the ministerial level also remained nearly static, at 18.3%…
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So, Shall We Let
Barking Dogs Lie?
Often, the most meaningful and enlightening observations
of our times pass on without the recognition they deserve sim-
ply because of the seeming irrelevance of the protagonists.
The recent matter filed before a local judge in Sonarpur near
Kolkata is a case in point. Two pedigreed dogs and two hu-
mans of perhaps less eminence were the dramatis personae
whose dispute caused the learned judge to make some sterl-
ing observations. The complainant’s case was that the inces-
sant nocturnal barking of his neighbour’s canines kept his
family awake and prayed for a remedy from the court. Since
the dogs’ owner had the requisite licences, and the dogs were
not doing anything that canines — pet or stray — legitimate-
ly and naturally don’t do, the plaintiff ’s case was weak. The
judge sensibly — if somewhat sarcastically — pointed out
the inescapable fact that there was no way courts could eith-
er stop dogs from barking or even lower their volume.

He could just as well have decided, instead, to widen the am-
bit of the courts and decreed that the dogs cease and desist
from their natural behaviour. His order thus could be seen as
directed less at barking dogs and more at those within his
fraternity who routinely pass unimplementable orders. How-
ever, in 2012, the Supreme Court had decreed sleeping to be a
fundamental right. So, who will have the last bark?

If sleeping is fundamental to humans,
what about dogs’ natural rights?

Bahujan Samaj Party (BSP) leader Mayawati and Aam
Aadmi Party leader Arvind Kejriwal have attributed the-
ir rout in the assembly elections to alleged hanky-panky
with electronic voting machines (EVMs). Both cite indi-
vidual polling booths where the votes they got fell far be-
low a realistically assured threshold. This does not carry
conviction. India’s EVMs are not networked but are mil-
lions of stand-alone pieces of equipment. Had they been
networked, hacking is a definite possibility, if not by a do-
mestic political party then by a foreign power that wants
to discredit India’s democracy. But as former chief electi-
oncommissioner S Y Quraishi says, the Election Commis-
sion must satisfy public opinion beyond the shadow of
doubt about the authenticity of the elections it conducts.

No party is assigned a common position across EVMs
for the button the voter has to press to register her vote in
favour of her nominee. The list of candidates is finalised
constituency-wise only after the last day for withdrawal

of nominations, depending on the can-
didate’s name, where a party’s button
would figure on the EVM is determin-
ed. In this period, the voting machines
are already in the custody of the Elec-
tion Commission. Before actual polling
begins, the polling officer demonstra-
tes that the EVM works as intended

before the polling agents of the candidates. If a machine
malfunctions, it would be spotted then. In theory, it is pos-
sible to plant a dormant piece of malware in a Bluetooth-
enabled EVM that is remotely activated to register most
votes for a particular candidate, or to bias automated tal-
lying. But the actual vote-count belies any such possibili-
ty. BSP, for example, secured a total vote-count in 2017 that
is higher than its tally in 2014.

The Election Commission has already given an under-
taking to the Supreme Court, following its order in 2012
on a petition filed by Subramanian Swamy and others, to
create a voter-verified paper audit trail, by attaching ad-
ditional kit to the EVMs, by 2019. It just needs to make go-
od on its promise, in time for the next round of assembly
polls. That would eliminate all room for distrust.

Don’t Blame It on the
Voting Machines
But go ahead with the paper audit trail kit

NAYASWAMI DEVI

Recently, I asked an old friend
how he felt he’d changed spirit-
ually over the years. He replied,
“It’s hard to see change from
one day to the next, but looking
back, I see that I’m not the same
person I used to be, though my
nature remains much the same.
In the past, I used to be sceptical
about everything, but now dou-
bt has nearly disappeared as
God and Guru’s presence has
grown. I may still question thin-
gs in order to understand them
better, but I’m no longer plagu-
ed with a doubting nature.”

How can we evaluate our own
spiritual success? Paramhansa
Yogananda says, “Success is me-
asured by your level of happi-
ness, by your ability to remain
in peaceful harmony with divi-
nelaws.” Here are some of Yoga-
nandaji’s principles for success.

Take advantage of the spirit-
ual opportunities given to you.
To be drawn to a true guru and
receive techniques for liberati-
on is a result of very good past
karma. Accept that you’ve ear-
ned these blessings by efforts
in other lifetimes. Now conti-
nue to deepen and refine your
understanding of the teach-
ings and techniques of the
path of Kriya Yoga.

Feel that meditation is not
something foreign to you, but
is a familiar practice that you
are now picking up once again.
Resolve that in this lifetime,
you will finish the job and find
inner freedom. Habitual posi-
tive or negative thoughts deter-
mine our spiritual success or
failure. Never allow yourself
to dwell on past unsuccessful
efforts, but daily water your
meditation with fresh enthusi-
asm and hope.

Spiritual
Successes

Following its amazing performance in
state elections, especially in Uttar Pra-
desh, the BJP, the pre-eminent ruling
party at the Centre, needs to fast-for-
ward urban reforms to boost growth
economy-wide. Specifically, we need to
ideate and implement a thriving muni-
cipal bond market nationally, to gar-
ner resources and keep a tab on finan-
ces of the urban growth centres.

The fact is that municipal finances
need to be revamped and augmented.
And the sooner the better. Note, for ins-
tance, that the Brihanmumbai Muni-
cipal Corporation, the richest munici-
pal body in India, earned as much as a
third of its revenue last fiscal from
octroi. And the latter entry tax would
be discontinued and subsumed in the
goods and services tax (GST) when it
is rolled out nationwide later this year.
Hence the need for new, sustainable re-
venue streams for urban local bodies.

Yet, the fact remains that the funds
raised cumulatively here by way of
municipal bonds add up to only about
.̀1,750 crore or so. Which is, indeed, tiny
compared to, say, South Africa, where
about $1.8 billion is raised by floating
such bonds — in one quarter alone.

In a mature market like the US, muni-
cipals reportedly raise $300 billion a
year. We need to tap them, too.

The way forward is to strengthen fin-
ances of urban local bodies by, for exam-
ple, earmarking a certain part of GST
revenue for municipal coffers. There’s
the need to shore up the revenue base
of municipalities by way of property
taxes, parking fees and user charges.

It is a fact that urbanisation is gaining
momentum nationally. The ongoing ag-
glomeration suggests huge scope for
raising much-needed resources via mu-

nicipal bonds, or ‘munis’, and, more
importantly, to institutionalise vetting
and oversight on municipal finances
and attendant third-party credit rating.
It would put paid to old-style populism
and open-ended subsidies.

In levying reasonable user charges for
utilities and services, there is a case for
subventions. But these need to be trans-
parent and upfront, to positively affect
utility bottomlines that, in turn, would
favourably reflect on municipal balan-
ce-sheets and coagulate funds.

The demand and supply for munis
need to be proactively boosted, and at
least the resource requirement for the
100 smart cities that are soon to be
identified and redeveloped should be
partially met. The way ahead is to fin-
ance urban transport systems, public
housing, solid waste disposal and many
other municipal projects with such
bonds, and provide steady, long-term
returns to investors as well.

The figures suggest that India is just
about 31% urbanised, with generally
poor infrastructure and facilities. In sh-
arp contrast, the US is over 80% urban-
ised. So, we have long-term urbanisati-
on potential, which needs to be gain-
fully leveraged. Munis as a new asset
class is an idea whose time has come.

However, for a thriving market for

munis, we need capacity-building in
municipalities, including norms for
accounting standards and disclosure.
There’s also the pressing need to boost
the political profile, engagement and
attendant control of urban local bodies.

The political executive needs to be in-
centivised to stay in charge and grow
cities. It calls for overhauling the poli-
tical economy, which remains very
much Centre- and states-focused.

The spirit and logic behind the 73rd
constitutional amendment of circa
1992, which institutionalised the third
tier of government, the Panchayat Raj
Institutions, has not been extended to
urban local bodies, along with necessa-
rypolitical structures, systems and au-
tonomy. The economy needs to be pro-
actively urban-focused, going forward.

India’s economic growth is dispropor-
tionately, and overwhelmingly, depen-
dent on our urban centres. It follows
that to keep up the growth momentum
in the years and decades ahead, muni-
cipalities need to be empowered both
politically and economically. And mu-
nis can fast-forward change, provided
they are well-structured and financi-
ally attractive to bondholders.

We need to traverse to a point where it
is par for the course for ambitious poli-
ticians to strive to improve the credit
rating of the municipality they are in
charge. On the demand side, investor ap-
petite for munis needs to be policy-ind-
uced by, say, providing tax incentives.

We need an active secondary market
for munis, to reduce investment risks
and improve liquidity. Also required
are safeguard provisions for the bond-
holders, including escrow accounts
and bankruptcy norms.

In the US, the munis market continu-
ed to function quite unaffected despite
the global financial crisis of 2008, whi-
ch was, of course, home-grown there.

The bottomline is that we need well-
functioning market design for munis,
to purposefully signal sound coagula-
tion of much-needed funds in our
urban areas.

jaideep.mishra@timesgroup.com

Now Make Urban Legends

Jaideep Mishra

No, this is Lucknow
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M
uch of the commentary
around the BJP’s stunn-
ing victory in Uttar Pra-
desh has involved the
prospect of Prime Mini-

ster Narendra Modi deploying his re-
newed political capital to improve In-
dia’s business environment. But what
does the win mean for UP itself?

For all its political heft, the state re-
mains an economic outlier, with a per-
capita income of .̀ 40,373 ($620) a year,
around half the national average.

Indeed, the PM’s tweet on March 11
— “When UP develops, India develo-
ps” — hinted at the untapped econo-
mic potential of India’s most populo-
us state. He also promised to trans-
form Uttar Pradesh into ‘Uttam Pra-
desh’ — India’s ‘best state’.

Caste Order Now Outcaste
One explanation for why UP continu-
es to be an economic laggard is the
culture of political patronage preva-
lent in the state, although this is not
unique to UP. The emergence of regi-
onal parties such as the Samajwadi
Party (SP) and the Bahujan Samaj
Party (BSP) in the 1990s saw political
parties increasingly appealing to cas-
te, religious and sub-regional aspira-
tions, undermining wider progress.
The BJP’s ability to override the sta-
te’s caste-based political order in the
recent elections provides it with a uni-
que opportunity to stimulate state-
wide socioeconomic development.

The state has a number of natural
advantages. For one, it has one of the
largest pools of semi-skilled and un-
skilled labour, ideally positioning it
for labour-intensive manufacturing
envisioned in Modi’s ‘Make in India’
initiative. In addition, with a populati-
on close to Brazil’s, UP provides com-
panies such as those in the agro-pro-
cessing and consumer-focused seg-
ments access to the largest untapped
consumer base in the country.

Despite these advantages, UP has
been largely overlooked by foreign in-
vestors, who are wary of the significa-
nt political, security and compliance
risks entailed in conducting business
in the state. In September 2016, the
Singapore-based Asian Competitive-
ness Institute ranked UP the most dif-
ficult state to do business in. The new
state government will need to add-
ress four major challenges to realise
Modi’s pitch for development in UP.
� Lack of Physical Infrastructure,
Specifically Access to Electricity: UP
was ranked in the 2011 Census to be
the lowest among the states, with only
36.8% of households having access to
electricity. Although the BJP victory
is likely to improve policy coordina-
tion between the federal and state go-
vernments, reforming the finances
of the state electricity board will re-
main politically challenging.

Increasing tariffs will dampen pub-
lic support for the government, but
will be essential to reducing operati-
ng losses of the utilities and stimula-
ting investments in the state electri-
city grid, which would, in turn, open
up significant opportunities for the
manufacturing and allied sectors.
� Social Fault Lines: Other than po-
licy predictability, investors prefer a
stable and secure operating environ-
ment. Incidents such as the 2013 Hin-
du-Muslim riots in the western distri-
ctof Muzaffarnagar, which left at lea-

st 62 people dead and rendered hund-
reds homeless, have contributed to
UP’s dubious reputation of being a
highly-charged communal cauldron,
which has acted as a significant bar-
rier for major foreign investments.

The BJP’s ability to appeal to a lar-
ge cross-section of disparate social,
religious and caste-based groups in
these elections affords it a unique op-
portunity to bridge some of these so-
cial fault lines. It can now also avoid
socially divisive issues, such as build-
ing the Ram temple in Ayodhya.

Grime and Punishment
� Crime and Politics: According to
data from the National Crime Records
Bureau for 2015, the crime rate in UP
was twice the national average. The
problem was reflected in the fact that
almost a quarter of the candidates fi-
elded in these elections have serious
criminal charges against them, ac-
cording to data compiled by the Asso-
ciation for Democratic Reforms.

Extortion and violent crime are of
particular concern for businesses, es-
pecially those engaged in politically-
exposed sectors such as infrastructu-
re and alcohol. The new government
will need to strengthen local law en-
forcement and curb the influence of
gangs in order to provide a secure en-
vironment for businesses.
� Corruption: Although there have
been no headline-making corruption
scandals at the federal level since the
BJP has come to power at the Centre

in 2014, corruption at the local level,
especially in states like UP, remains
endemic and poses significant integ-
rity risks to businesses. This is espe-
cially true for foreign companies, wh-
ich increasingly have to comply with
tough international anti-corruption
frameworks such as the US Foreign
Corrupt Practices Act (FCPA) and the
UK Bribery Act. Such extraterritori-
al laws make these companies extre-
mely wary of investing in states with
high levels of corruption like UP.

The state’s perception of the demo-
netisation exercise rolled out in No-
vember 2016 as a well-intentioned an-
ti-corruption measure played a part
in the BJP’s strong performance. This
anti-corruption drive needs to be ta-
ken ahead in the state by increasing
transparency in bureaucratic proce-
dures and licensing requirements.

Despite the BJP making gradual
improvements to the business envi-
ronment at the federal level, there ha-
ve been significant regional variatio-
ns in the operating environment in
different states, with UP’s develop-
ment stunted by the policies of its
previous governments.

With the BJP now in power both in
the state as well as nationally, it is
well-positioned to address some of
these structural challenges and achi-
eve Modi’s vision of transforming
Uttar Pradesh into India’s ‘best state’.

The writer is senior vice-president,
Control Risks India

Heartlight in the Heartland
With the BJP at Centre and state, can Uttar Pradesh now really become India’s Uttam Pradesh?

James Owen

Now to open Sesame

IN
D

R
A
JI
T 
H
A

Z
R
A

UP is largely overlooked by foreign investors, who
are wary of the political, security and compliance
risks entailed in conducting business in the state

PETER DAHLSTRÖM ET AL

The digital age rewards change
and punishes stasis. Compani-
esmust be open to radical rein-
vention to find new, significant
and sustainable sources of rev-
enue. Incremental adjustments
or building something new out-
side of the core business can
be really beneficial and, in ma-
ny cases, are a crucial first step
for a digital transformation.

But if these initiatives don’t
lead to more profound changes
to the core business and avoid
the real work of rearchitecting
how the business makes mon-
ey, the benefits can be fleeting
and too insignificant to avert a
march to oblivion. Taking an
existing product line and put-
ting it on an e-commerce site or
digitising a customer experien-
ce is not a digital reinvention.

Companies need to ask funda-
mental questions, such as, “Are
we a manufacturer, or are we a
company that enables custom-
ers to perform tasks with our
equipment wherever and when-
ever they need to?” Reinventi-
on, as the term implies, requi-
res a significant commitment.
And digital leaders have a high
threshold for risk and are will-
ing to make bold decisions.

But companies don’t have to
wait far in the future to realise
those benefits. We have found
that 60-80% of total improve-
ment targets can be achieved
within about three years whi-
le also laying the foundation
for future growth. For all the
fundamental change that digi-
tal reinvention demands, it is
worth emphasising that it do-
esn’t call for a “throw it all
out” approach.

From “From Disrupted to Disrup-
tor: Reinventing Your Business by
Transforming the Core”

Digital
Strategy

Citings
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Time to End
Corruption
Apropos ‘It’s Make or Break
Time’ (Mar 16), Maruti Suzuki
chairman R C Bhargava has
wonderfully connected the dots
and explained the links betwe-
en demonetisation, manufac-
turing hopelessness, demogra-
phic dividend and job creation
in India. And it was all aided by
bureaucratic corruption that
allowed the status quo for petty
personal gains. He is right. It
is sad that the generation of
black money has so badly con-
spired to keep Indian manu-
facturing a laggard, hamper-
ing job creation too.

After demonetisation, it was
hoped that all transactions wo-
uld move to digital or at least
‘pucca receipt’ mode. Sadly,
with most of small businesses,
it’s still the golden old days of
no receipt for anything. The
Narendra Modi government
now needs to decisively end the
menace of bureaucratic cor-
ruption, black money generati-
on — happening as we read this
— and truly create an India of
our dreams. The demographic
dividend awaits being lifted
from being a lofty term to get-
ting real. BJP’s fresh political
strength puts it in a position to
do so. Don’t forget, there may
not be a second chance for our
country any time soon.

SANDEEP MANUDHANE
Indore

Resist Arbitrary
Bank Charges
Dhirendra Kumar is absolute-
ly right that it is ‘Time for Cus-
tomers to Resist Arbitrary Ch-
arges by Banks’ (Expert Take,
Mar 14). Debiting your account
without notifying or billing
you is akin to daylight robbery.

Many a time
the banks do
not even inti-
mate the revi-
sion in their
various char-
ges to their
customers.
They expect

you to visit their website to up-
date yourself, little realising
that not all customers have the
facility of an internet connecti-
on. They should stop ‘stealing’
money from your account
without your authorisation.

What’s more, the service of
private banks is no better than
that of state-owned banks, ex-
cept that they seem to be adept
at putting up an external show.
RBI, as a regulator, should
wake up to its responsibility.

SANTAN D’COSTA
Mumbai
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