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MY VIEW   |  OTHER SPHERE

MY VIEW   |  LEARNING 4.0

T
he world over, education is widely
regarded as a public good. Its provi-
sion, therefore, has largely remained

the realm of government institutions or pri-
vate philanthropy. The notion of generating
a profit from education is often looked down
upon, and for several reasons. The primary
criticism of for-profit institutions is that with
the goal of maximizing profits, they focus on
increasing enrolment, often overlooking
quality learning outcomes in the process.

In India, schools and colleges by law can-
not be run for profit. Nonetheless, a number
of private colleges of questionable quality
have over the decades enriched their “pro-
moters” through inventive schemes such as
exorbitant capitation fees charged, often
informally, at the time of admission. They
focus on generating a good return on invest-
ment rather than learning outcomes. It is no
wonder that studies such as those published
by Aspiring Minds reveal that 80% of Indian
engineers are unemployable.

that pyre, would have done. He would 
have gone on a fast to heal us. He would 
have searched for the truth of this nev-
er-ending blaze. He would have 
marched to Hathras, and we would have 
marched with him. What about his 
great follower from across continents? 
What would he have done? Martin 
Luther King Jr. would have preached 
love to save us. He would have orga-
nized to raise us. He too would have 
marched to Hathras, and we would have 
marched with him too. But neither 
would have let this pass.

They differed in what they invoked as
their organizing principle for their work 
and goals. Love for King and truth for 
Gandhi. That difference was at the root 
of my juvenile question one winter day: 
Who was better, Gandhi or King? That 
was after she had wounded me by call-
ing Gandhi self-righteous, and I her, by 
pointing out how flawed King was. It is 
not for us to judge who is the better of 
the two. We stand here today because of 
both; it is for us to carry the flame and 
pass it on, she said. That was the truth. 
In the long arc of history, their differen-
ces do not matter, each doing every-
thing they could, to bend it towards jus-
tice. In action they were one. Against 
every injustice and for the weakest.

They were also one in prayer. I am not
one for prayers. So, it’s from them that I 
understood a prayer is only that which 
excavates the deepest wells of your 
commitment and courage to power eth-
ical action. Anything else is a retreat 
from reality and humanity. So, I pray at 
Kalsi, to the words of Ashoka that speak 
across 2,200 years, with a pledge to 
uphold a just and humane world, and 
more. And you have the Serenity 
Prayer, or, your own Kalsi.

Each one who lives by the Serenity 
Prayer underestimates herself. Not 
because she could do more for the good 
and the just. But because with that com-
mitment, she is doing enough. Enough 
for the arc of history to bend towards 
justice and stay bent. Heroes and lead-
ers cannot achieve that. Even if they are 

Gandhi or King, or the Buddha, or 
Yugandhar himself. A moral universe 
needs to be built and upheld by each of 
us with our Serenity Prayer.

Reinhold Niebuhr wrote the prayer 
differently from its popular retelling. He
wrote, “Father, give us courage to 
change what must be altered, serenity 
to accept what cannot be helped, and 
the insight to know the one from the 
other”, and not as he is often quoted, 
“God, grant me the serenity to accept 
the things I cannot change, courage to 
change the things I can, and wisdom to 
know the difference.”

The original sequence of the words,
including the call to courage at the 
beginning, has the radiant spirit of this 
prayer. Not fatalism, but a vow to do 
everything one can. The followers of 
this prayer live by this spirit, but under-
estimate their role in cumulative history 
because of the words of the retelling.

If there were enough of us with the 
Serenity Prayer in our hearts, there will 
be no more vile light of such funeral 
pyres. Because it will be washed away by 
the light that King prayed for: “Dark-
ness cannot drive out darkness: only 
light can do that. Hate cannot drive out 
hate: only love can do that.” And Gandhi 
too, while remaining true to his organiz-
ing principle: “I am praying for the light 
of truth that will dispel the darkness; let 
all those with a living faith in nonvio-
lence join me in the prayer.” 

Rumi’s prayer presages all these 
prayers. For he doesn’t leave us just with
that incandescent line of solace and illu-
mination. The redeemer he is, he gently 
points towards the path to such light, at 
the very beginning, “I said: what about 
my eyes? He said: Keep them on the 
road. I said: What about my passion? He 
said: Keep it burning. I said: What about 
my heart? He said: Tell me what you 
hold inside it? I said: Pain and sorrow. 
He said: Stay with it. The wound is the 
place where the Light enters you.”

We need both—the light of truth and
the light of love. To enter the wounds of 
this blighted age.

R
umi, the redeemer of our hearts
and souls, said, “The wound is the
place where the light enters you.”

What if that light is from the funeral 
pyre of a 19-year old child? With her 
tongue cut, spine broken, and stran-
gled, after being raped. Why call her 
“child”? What is your 19-year old 
daughter, if not a child? What when that 
pyre has not stopped blazing, from 
before Kathua and after? Unnao was but 
one burst of flames in this unceasing 
conflagration of depravity amid the 
countless that burn the nameless and 
powerless. Her pyre was lit on 30 Sep-
tember, the day Rumi was born in 1207 
CE. What would have Rumi said to 
redeem us from this inferno? To her 
mother and father and sisters?

In another age, with the country 
aflame, the Mahatma fell, slain with 
“Hey Ram” on his lips. The light went 
out—the light of moral clarity and cour-
age. The strongest and tallest of our 
many leaders then—even one of whom 
being with us today would have been a 
lifeline—felt orphaned. They all col-
lected in Wardha for three days, begin-
ning 29 February 1948. From Nehru 
and Azad, to Kriplani and JP, all of them. 
To meditate over “Gandhi is gone. Who 
will guide us? What would he have 
done?” We can ask the same question of 
ourselves in this bleakness of dark light.

We know what that man who was 
born 151 years ago, almost to the day of 

Indians must unite to dispel the 
dark light of the Hathras pyre 

We need Gandhi’s light of truth and King’s light of love to redeem everyone from this blighted age

ANURAG BEHAR
is CEO of Azim Premji Foundation and also 

leads sustainability initiatives for Wipro Ltd

I
ndia’s ambitious production-linked incen-
tive (PLI) scheme, designed to facilitate the
country’s emergence as a global manufac-
turing hub for mobile phones and elec-
tronic components, appears to have gotten
off to an encouraging start. As many as 11

global handset and input makers—Foxconn 
and Samsung among them—are reported to 
have qualified for special incentives spanning 
five years, along with five domestic entities, 
including the makers of Lava and Micromax 
devices. The government expects the initiative 
to result in output worth 10.5 trillion over half 
a decade, about 60% of it from exports. The big 
feather in our cap, of course, is the interest 
shown by Apple Inc’s supply network in 
expanding operations here. Except Korea’s 
Samsung, all the foreign firms on the PLI list 
work for the California-based company as con-
tract manufacturers. And it is not just about 
tele-mobility. With the high-end electric car 
sensation Tesla seen to be on its way in, India 
could play itself up as a factory to the world for 
some of its most fancied products. 

What may be working in India’s favour is the
“China plus” strategy for global value chains 
that has gained appeal among transnational 
corporations keen to diversify their sources of 
supply, especially after the risks of their Chi-
nese dependence began to rise. Their anxieties 
were first evoked by US President Donald 
Trump’s trade war with China and efforts to 
isolate that country, and have been aggravated 
by apprehensions of a “bamboo curtain”—like 
the iron version of the Cold War era—foreseea-
bly splitting the world apart into western and 
eastern blocs. Worries have also arisen of mala 
fide intent on the part of Chinese businesses 
that have little choice but to kowtow to Beijing. 

As a constitutional democracy sworn to 
uphold the rule of law, India ought to be con-
sidered a far safer bet. Yet, we should not 
labour under the illusion of those factors over-
riding cost and revenue calculations. For all of 
Beijing’s misadventures, China is not about to 
lose its tag as the world’s factory. In a snub to 
Trump’s call for America Inc to decouple from 
China, a recent survey of over 200 US firms 
operating in the People’s Republic revealed 
that only about 4% were shifting some produc-
tion back to the US. Not only does China 
remain an attractively cheap place to make 
stuff, it also offers a huge domestic market that 
might take us rather long to match. 

For India to strengthen its appeal as a coun-
try to set assembly lines rolling in, we must not 
draw the wrong lessons from China’s success. 
Cherry-picked businesses should not be given 
privileges at the cost of people at large, for 
example, as Beijing has long done. It should be 
easy for all to do business. Recent changes in 
our labour laws may be a salutary move in that 
direction. Wage bill flexibility is crucial for any 
large-scale export venture. But there are 
plenty of other compliance requirements that 
need to be whittled down. Our land acquisition 
policy needs clarity, too. As of now, state-ear-
marked parcels are all we have on offer. Inves-
tors, though, need greater choice. Skill and 
infrastructure gaps must get plugged as well. 
An assurance of policy stability will also help. 
Our import duties have seen too much flux of 
late, for example, while every link in a global 
value chain—which must operate across bor-
ders—must allow reliable cost projections. 
Plus, taxation could do with an overhaul to 
simplify a jumble of levies. If we get it right, 
India could be the world’s back-up factory.

India can be the world’s
great back-up factory

The enthusiastic response from global manufacturers to a government incentive scheme 

could well be a prelude to greater inward investment. We should not let up on reforms now
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The award of the 2010
Nobel Peace Prize to

the Chinese intellectual
Liu Xiaobo is part of a
well-established and
laudable tradition. It is
reminiscent of the same
award in 1975 to another
intellectual from a
totalitarian state, Andrei
Sakharov. In both cases,
the winners displayed
immense courage in
demanding rights and
freedoms that belong to
all human beings in all
countries. Both stayed in
their homelands and
both had to face the
wrath of the state.

Liu is currently under
incarceration for 11 years
for “ inciting subversion
of state power” .

The Nobel committee’s
press release echoed
what many countries in
China’s vicinity feel, but
can’t drum up the
courage to say: “China’s
new status must entail
increased responsibility.”

The controversy over
the award, for Beijing is
already making noises,
should not prevent the
world from celebrating
the courage and fortitude
of the peace laureate.

QUI CK EDI T
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Hindustan T imes under a c ombo off er

POWER EQUIPMENT ORDER

Alstom-
Bharat Forge
edgeoutBhel

B Y U TPAL BHASK AR

utpal.b@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

A
joint venture (JV) be-
tween Paris-based Al-
stom SA and Bharat

Forge Ltd edged out state-run
Bharat Heavy Electricals Ltd
(Bhel) to emerge as the lowest
bidder, entitling it to the ma-
jority share of a ` 9,200 crore
tender, part of the single larg-
est order ever for supply of
power generation equipment.

Power sector analysts termed
it a “game changer” for the In-
dian power equipment manu-
facturing sector, as the winning
bid is as competitive as the
prices offered by Chinese sup-
pliers such as Shanghai Elec-
tric Group Co. Ltd, Dongfang
Electric Corp. and Harbin Pow-
er Equipment Co. Ltd.

The order was floated by
state-run power utility NTPC
Ltd for the supply of 11 super-
critical turbine generator (TG)
sets of 660MW each. Supercri-
tical equipment improves the
efficiency of power plants in
terms of better fuel utilization
and lower emissions.

“The Bharat Forge JV was the
L1 bidder, followed by Bharat
Heavy Electricals Ltd, which
was L2 and the joint venture of
Toshiba Corp. and JSW Group,
which was the L3 bidder,” said
a person familiar with the de-
velopment who did not want to
be identified. The price bids
were open on Friday.

The bids will be evaluated by
a commit tee and the report wi l l
be submitted to NTPC’s board
for approval.

According to the tender con-

ditions, while the Alstom-
Bharat Forge JV will get up to
five units, Bhel will get four,
with the remaining two going
to the Toshiba-JSW JV, provid-
ed they match the quote of Al-
stom-Bharat Forge JV.

With the turbine generator
accounting for around 40% of
the equipment cost, the bal-
ance comprises the cost of
boilers. “We had quoted very
aggressive prices,” said a se-
nior executive at the Alstom
SA-Bharat Forge JV who did
not want to be identified.

The tender has run into con-
troversy after NTPC disquali-
fied bids by a venture of Larsen
and Toubro Power Ltd, a unit
of Larsen and Toubro Ltd
(L&T), and Japan’s Mitsubishi
Heavy Industries Ltd (MHI).
L&T approached the Supreme
Court on 6 October after the
Delhi high court refused its
plea to stay the bid process.
The case is now scheduled for
hearing on 25 October.

While an L&T spokesperson
declined to comment since the
matter was sub judice, a top
NTPC executive who did not
want to be identified said: “We
will award the TG package this
month. The boiler package for
which a fresh tender was float-
ed will be awarded by January
next year.”

NTPC’s record tender had
invited manufacturers to sup-
ply 11 supercritical boilers and
an equal number of supercriti-
cal turbines of 660MW each, to
be built locally. Of these, nine
units are for NTPC’s own sta-
tions and two for Damodar Val-
ley Corp.

While B.P. Rao, chairman
and managing director, Bhel,
declined to comment, ques-
tions emailed to the JSW
spokesperson remained unan-
swered at press time.

The initial bidders for the
supply of TG sets included
Bhel, Russia’s Power Ma-
chines, and the Toshiba-JSW,
L&T-Mitsubishi and Alstom-
Bharat Forge JVs. The tenders
of the L&T-Mitsubishi JV and
Power Machines were later re-
jected.

“This will provide a strong
start to the Alstom SA-Bharat
Forge JV’s domestic opera-
tions. It was only expected that
the bids would be competi-
tive,” said Anish De, chief exec-
utive at Mercados Asia, an en-
ergy consulting firm.

The winner will have to set
up factories in India to develop
the local power generation
equipment manufacturing in-
dustry. Such projects tend to
be capital-intensive, with in-
vestment running into several
thousand crores of rupees.

Result a ‘game changer ’
for sector aswinning
bid isascompetitive
asthat of Chinese
equipment suppliers

CORRUPTION ALLEGATIONS

CAGrevelationsinapex court
put freshpressureonRaja
BY N IK HIL K ANEK AL,

SHAUVIK GHOSH &

APPU ESTH OSE SURESH

·························
NEW DELHI

There was fresh trouble for
telecom minister A. Raja

after the findings of the Comp-
troller and Auditor General of
India (CAG) submitted before
the Supreme Court doubled
the initial estimated losses to
the exchequer in the second-
generation (2G) spectrum case
to ` 1.39 trillion.

CAG maintains that Raja is-

sued the licences against the ad-
vice of the Prime Minister, the
finance minister, the finance
secretary, the law minister and
the telecom secretary. This was
part of the detailed findings of
the CAG investigation into the
financial irregularities in the al-
location of 2G licences and re-
vealed for the first time.

Raja was not immediately
available for comment.

The developments in the apex
court could prove embarrassing
for the Congress-led United
Progressive Alliance as the op-

position has already upped the
ante on allegations of corrup-
tion against the government.

The alleged scam principally
emanates from the issue of the
telecom licences at the 2001 li-
cence fee levels in January
2008 as well as alleged arbi-
trary advancing of the deadline
for licence applications among
other issues. The licences also
came with the spectrum need-
ed to carry out mobile services.

The department of telecom-
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PRO-DEMOCRACY ACTIVIST

LiuXiaobowinsNobel PeacePrize
BY JEREM Y PAGE

The Wall Street Journal
·························
BEIJING

The 2010 Nobel Peace Prize
was awarded on Friday to-

Liu Xiaobo , a jailed Chinese
democracy activist, in a move
certain to infuriate China’s
government by refocusing in-
ternational attention on its
controversial human rights re-
cord.

The Nobel committee’s deci-
sion to give the prize to Liu—a
former literature professor
who was most recently jailed
for 11 years in December—is
the latest sign that after several
years of prioritizing commer-
cial ties, Western countries are
growing increasingly frustrat-
ed with Beijing’s treatment of
dissent. US President Barack
Obama on Friday called on
China to quickly release Liu.

The decision also comes
amid broader tensions be-
tween China and other major
countries over areas such as
trade and territorial disputes
as Beijing becomes a bigger,
more assertive force on the in-
ternational stage.

Liu was convicted on charg-
es of “state subversion” more
than a year after his detention
as lead author of Charter 08, a

manifesto issued by Chinese
intellectuals and activists call-
ing for free speech and multi-
party elections.

In what was widely inter-
preted as an intentional re-
buke to foreign critics, Chinese
authorities announced his sen-
tence on Christmas Day.

The veteran activist, who
also helped lead student pro-
tests on Tiananmen Square in
1989, became the favourite for
the prize after he was backed
by international supporters in-
cluding Vaclav Havel, the
Czech dissident-turned-presi-
dent who helped pen the 1977
manifesto Charter 77, which
inspired Charter 08.

He is the first Chinese dissi-
dent to be awarded the prize,
though it did go to the Dalai
Lama, Tibet’s exiled spiritual
leader, in 1989, after the Chi-
nese government crushed the
Tiananmen Square protests.

Liu’s wife, Liu Xia, told The
Wall Street Journal : “ He would
be very surprised as he never
imagined receiving such a
prize. He just felt he had a re-
sponsibility to fight for the
rights of the people who have
no voice.”

She said she was permitted
to visit her husband once a
month in his prison in Jinzhou,

a city in the north-eastern
province of Liaoning, where
she said he was sharing a cell
with five other inmates and al-
lowed to exercise twice a day.

When she last visited him,
on 7 September, he seemed in
good physical and psychologi-
cal condition, she said. She
added that local officials came
to her home on Thursday to
ask her to go to Jinzhou to see
her husband again, but she de-
cided to stay in Beijing to be
among friends when the Nobel
decision was made.

“ I hope this will allow him to
come home a little earlier,” she
said. “ I’m sure it won’t happen
immediately, but maybe it will
help his case a little,” since
foreign countries might put
more pressure on the Chinese
government, she said.

There was no immediate re-
action from China’s govern-
ment, but it has repeatedly
warned the five-member No-
bel committee against giving
the prize to a Chinese dissi-
dent.

Geir Lundestad , head of the
Norwegian Nobel Institute,
said last month that he had
been told by China’s deputy
foreign minister, Fu Ying, in

TURN TOPAGE 2®

Prize winner: A file photo of jailed Chinese dissident Liu Xiaobo (right) with wife Liu Xia. The decision to
award him the prize comes amid tensions between China and other nations on trade and territorial disputes.

ECtorevisit
standonEVMs
BY RUHI T EWARI

ruhi.t@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

Signalling a rethink of its
stand on electronic voting

machines (EVMs), the Election
Commission (EC) has said it
will consider the feasibility of
incorporating a paper-vote
trail or a “voter verifiable pa-
per trail” of every ballot regis-
tered during polling.

The change in stance comes
after the opposition Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) sought a pa-
per trail in the meeting be-
tween political parties and EC
on 4 October to discuss elec-
toral malpractice and EVMs.
EC has thus far held that EVMs
are foolproof and don’t quite
require any paper-based con-
firmation.

In a statement issued on Fri-
day, EC said it will consider the
option of a paper trail. It has
now referred this to a technical
committee headed by P.V. In-
diresan , former director of the
Indian Institute of Technology
(IIT), Chennai.

“ In view of the fact that peri-
odic improvements in EVMs
have been undertaken by the
commission in the past as well,
several political parties sug-
gested that the feasibility of in-
corporating a ‘Voter Verifiable
Paper Trail’ in EVMs may be
explored to further enhance
voters’ satisfaction,” the EC
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In  the m idst  of  darkness, 
l ight  persists.

MAHATMA GANDHI

Innovative devices such as social impact
bonds present an interesting alternative by
which purpose-driven investors can focus
on impact delivery, even if it generates lower
returns than a purely commercial invest-
ment would. In 2015, Educate Girls issued a
$270,000 Development Impact Bond. In
this payment-by-results model, Children’s
Investment Fund Foundation (as an out-
come payer) promised to pay back the inves-
tor, UBS Optimus Fund, the original invest-
ment amount plus returns if the agreed tar-
gets were delivered by Educate Girls (the
service provider). The initiative covered
7,300 students in 166 schools across 140 vil-
lages in Bhilwara, Rajasthan. The targets
were increased enrolment of marginalized
girls as well as progress in children’s literacy
and numeracy outcomes. Both were sur-
passed over the 3-year bond’s tenure.

India’s new National Education Policy
lays down a framework for cooperation
between public spending, private philan-
thropy and impact investing, with its “light
but tight” regulatory approach. In a country
like ours where the scale of requirements is
this large, such partnerships can support
purpose-driven institutions and help trans-
form the education system.

These are the authors’ personal views.

platforms are able to reach millions of stu-
dents and address the issue of accessibility.
Further, these companies are often built by
entrepreneurs who are passionate about
pursuing their stated purpose rather than
purely chasing profits. They are backed by
similar purpose-driven impact investors or

reputed venture capital
funds that have helped
build some of the world’s
most impactful companies.

There are examples like
Bridge International Acad-
emies, which runs or sup-
ports nursery and primary
schools for lower income
segments in Nigeria,
Kenya, Uganda, India and
Liberia. It deploys in-depth
teacher training and sup-
port, advanced lesson
plans and wireless technol-
ogy to provide a meaning-

ful education. It runs or supports over 1,500
schools and has educated 750,000 children
over the last decade. Similarly, the US com-
pany 2U enables colleges to provide online
degree and certification courses. It works
with 75 university partners and has enrolled
245,000 students over its lifetime.

ate surpluses to service debt. The reality is
that the private sector plays a vital role in
school education in India—120 million chil-
dren (nearly half of India’s school-children)
attend private schools. There are about
450,000 privately-managed schools in
India. Nearly 40% of the children studying in
private unaided schools
come from the “aspiring”
or “deprived” segments.

The recent success of
educat ion-technology
companies, especially dur-
ing the pandemic, is proof
that with the use of tech-
nology, it is possible to
deliver quality learning
while focusing on the bot-
tom line. Ed-tech offerings
have helped millions of
students continue their
learning from home. Given
the market-driven forces at
play, these companies need to consistently
deliver quality learning outcomes to attract
new learners, retain existing ones and have
them willing to pay. While online platforms
cannot substitute good school or university
education, they can supplement it.

Due to their inherent scalability, these

By curious contrast, healthcare, which is
no less regarded as a public good, is rife with
quality hospitals that are run legitimately as
for-profit enterprises. Moreover, big
pharma, which invests in research to dis-
cover new drugs and facilities to manufac-
ture them at scale, is made up of large for-
profit companies. Allegations that they pri-
oritize revenues over health outcomes are
less common—it is accepted they must make
a fair profit in order that they continue to
invest in talent, infrastructure and research.

Why is this not the case with colleges? The
reason is that there is no return on invest-
ment (RoI) in providing university educa-
tion of high quality. Even the best universi-
ties globally incur up to $1.50 in expenses for
every $1 they collect as student fees. This
large deficit is often made up by contribu-
tions from their large endowments, or
through philanthropic contributions from
alumni and well-wishers. Beyond these
operational deficits, universities also need to
find ways to fund capital expenditure to
build and maintain large campuses. As a
result, we need private philanthropy or gov-
ernment spending to bridge the gap.

Unlike colleges, it is relatively easy for
schools to self-sustain through fees and
other student charges; they can also gener-

The role of innovative finance in our  education sector
KAPIL VISWANATHAN & 
ROOPA KUDVA
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outcomes for 

India
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T
he combination of high government
borrowing and easy monetary policy
tends to raise eyebrows. After all, there
are many examples where unsustaina-
ble public debt loads have led to spiral-
ling inflation.

But as explained by Bank of England’s Ben 
Broadbent in a recent speech, there is nothing nec-
essarily wrong with their coexistence. Both can be 
“naturally cyclical”, particularly when a country’s 
central bank is following an inflation-targeting 
regime. Economic slowdowns can push up the fis-
cal deficit—for instance via lower tax revenues—
and weak demand can lower inflation, allowing 
(CHK) easier monetary policy.

Instead, the question that arises is an institu-
tional one. Is the policy framework credible? Is fis-
cal policy controlled by conventional fiscal meas-
ures, and is monetary policy controlled by an inde-
pendent authority? In fact, there is evidence of 
considerable benefits from having a nominal 
anchor for monetary policy, particularly during 
periods of elevated public debt.

During the global financial crisis (GFC), many 
advanced economies got away with high public 
debt without the fear of inflation. Some studies 
attribute this to the institutional credibility created 
by an inflation-targeting regime. By contrast, in 
the 1970s and 80s, the UK lacked a fixed nominal 
target for monetary policy, and so despite a much 
smaller rise in public debt, inflation and bond 
yields went shooting up.

So where does India stand in all of this? India was
an outlier during the GFC. The fiscal response to 
the 2008 financial crisis was a strong and arguably 
permanent one. A side-effect was that inflation 
soared, eventually culminating in India’s balance 
of payments reaching near-crisis levels in 2013. 
Thankfully, that episode led to some monumental 
changes. The country became a de facto flexible 
inflation targeter in 2014, and officially passed an 
inflation-targeting law in 2016.

Inflation has averaged 4.5% since (versus a dou-
ble-digit rate in the previous few years), and, 
broadly speaking, India has been in a virtuous cycle 
of low inflation expectations and low inflation.

Now, with a large drop-off in tax revenue caused
by the pandemic, a high fiscal deficit and rising 
public debt, we believe the authorities should dou-
ble down on their inflation targeting objective. 
Given India’s and other countries’ success with 
inflation targeting, now is the time to strengthen 
the central bank’s inflation-fighting credentials 
even further.

This is particularly worth reiterating given that
three new monetary policy committee (MPC) 
members are coming on board for their first meet-
ing on 7-9 October. And India’s inflation target is 
up for a review in 2021.

So how are things looking on the inflation front?
Consumer prices have been rising at a higher 

rate than the Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI’s) 2-6% 
tolerance band since April this year, and are likely 
to rise further in September. The popular narrative 
is that inflation will fall gradually over the next few 
months as pandemic-led supply disruptions ease.

However, we think upside risks can’t be ignored
and these supply disruptions need to be better 
understood. In particular, we believe inflationary 
pressures arising from India’s large informal sector 
need monitoring. The prolonged pandemic is 
likely to have disrupted many smaller companies 
that produce and sell essential items for which 
demand is typically steady.

True, such businesses have a high rate of open-
ing and closing, but the pandemic-led prolonged 
lockdowns and labour and financial constraints 
could elongate the time before they reappear, put-
ting upward pressure on prices in the interim. 
High inflation expectations could become 
entrenched over this period. It is thus important to 
ensure that RBI’s hard-won inflation-fighting 
credibility is not lost.

But will the fight against high inflation come at a
large growth cost?

Not particularly. The truth is that the current 
inflation-targeting regime has enough flexibility 
built into it. The target is 4%, but the tolerance 
band is wide at 2-6%. And if that is crossed for three 
consecutive quarters, there is a provision for RBI to 

write the central government a letter, putting 
things in context and discussing remedial steps.

The last few months have demonstrated that this
regime has not held RBI back from launching a 
large growth stimulus. As such, the cost of follow-
ing an inflation-targeting regime isn’t high.

In fact, keeping inflation at bay is also important
for achieving the government’s objective of faster 
economic growth. Consider this. Several commen-
tators are calling for more fiscal stimulus. But if 
inflation goes up as a result, the costs would be tan-
tamount to an “inflation tax” on the private sector 
and could instead slow the economy, endangering 
the aim of raising growth and lowering debt.

One implication here is to look beyond standard
monetary and fiscal stimulus measures and focus 
on implementing reforms aimed at financial mar-
kets and other areas, which would raise medium-
term growth without stoking inflation, and put 
public debt onto a sustainable path.

Finally, what should RBI do at its upcoming pol-
icy meeting on 9 October? It has eased monetary 
policy substantially over the last few months by 
cutting rates sharply, providing surplus domestic 
liquidity, and relaxing regulatory norms.

We think RBI should pause on rates. This would
serve two purposes. One, it will allow the steps 
taken so far to work their way through the econ-
omy, and two, it would bolster its inflation-fighting 
credentials, which is particularly important for the 
first meeting of a revamped MPC.

Time for India to double down 
on its institutional frameworks

Global experience suggests that we should strengthen inflation targeting in the face of high public debt and easy money

T
here  are many who believe that with
the discovery of a vaccine, all the prob-
lems related to the covid pandemic

will be solved once and for all. So far, all the
measures taken were only to slow the spread
of the virus. News of the development of a
usable vaccine, a clear preventive solution,
will be a relief for everyone. But there is a
problem. It could set in motion new prob-
lems of human behaviour.

Until now, there existed a sense of vulner-
ability about the virus. Although a small seg-
ment of people refused to wear masks and
maintain social distance, the majority dis-
played caution and obeyed regulations. But
perceptions of risk are not constant.

Individuals behave more cautiously if
they perceive greater risk or danger. Risk
levels are reduced by the introduction of
various safety measures and equipments.
This is where the vagaries of human behav-
iour set in. Studies show that as risk levels are
brought down, humans tend to indulge in
riskier behaviours. This inadvertent
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BIJU DOMINIC over. This will send out wrong signals to
ordinary citizens. Such leaders should be
advised caution and they must communi-
cate that the fight against the pandemic is far
from over. They must reinforce the need to
stay cautious for a sustained period of time.

The HIV pandemic showed that it is very
difficult to restrain individual behaviour.
Once the initial fear of HIV subsided, it was
difficult to get individuals to practise safe
behaviour like using condoms. It was com-
paratively easier to get institutions to adopt
safety measures. Blood banks introduced
HIV tests of donors, health facilities adopted
disposable syringes, and barber shops
started using disposable blades. This holds
lessons for covid management too.

The pandemic should help establish-
ments introduce new institutional behav-
iours. They should insist on hand-washing
before entering a building. Common places
should be cleaned with disinfectants fre-
quently. They should be encouraged to
change their seating plans so as to help their
customers maintain social distance. Estab-
lishments should also be advised to play up
their own safety protocols.

A vaccine for covid is a double-edged
sword. Policymakers should be careful how
it is used.

address the pandemic would in a way cause
a huge spurt in it. It will take several months,
if not years, after the availability of a vaccine
for a substantial number of people to be
inoculated. Until that happens, one would
not be able to say that the covid pandemic
has been successfully contained. So, it is

important that no dilution
of risk perceptions and
resultant risk compensa-
tion take place until a suffi-
cient number of people
have been inoculated
against covid-19. How do
we do that?

First, we need to get
world leaders to act more
responsibly. There are sev-
eral of them who had an air
of invincibility before the
pandemic. Some of them
dismissed the seriousness
of i t . Others gave the

impression that the fight against the pan-
demic would be quick. But as infections
raged on for several months, some of these
leaders had to eat humble pie. A few seem
keen to use a vaccine as a personal victory
over the pandemic. While doing so, they
might convey a feeling that the problem is

tion for risk compensation to set in. Behav-
iours like wearing a mask or staying apart
from others in public, which are results of a
heightened feeling of risk, could begin to
disappear. Studies have shown that risk
compensation’s greatest impact is on inter-
ventions that are seen as intrusive or con-
spicuous. Wearing masks
and maintaining social dis-
tance in public places are
not particularly intrusive
but do stand out.

Thanks to the pan-
demic, people were denied
the opportunity to congre-
gate in groups for many
months. Due to the phe-
nomenon of risk compen-
sation, people are likely to
display a stronger tend-
ency to indulge in the very
act ivi t ies they were
restrained from. Govern-
ments, which are already under pressure to
open up the economy, might find it difficult
to strictly enforce the restrictions that ear-
lier helped slow down the spread of corona-
virus. All this could lead to another large
spike in infections.

It will be ironic that a vaccine created to

increase in risk-taking after interventions
are introduced to reduce risk is termed
“behavioural disinhibition” or “risk com-
pensation”.

This concept has been observed widely in
various contexts, such as road safety, contact
sports, and HIV prevention. When drivers
use safety features like seat belts, helmets
and anti-lock breaking systems, an extra
layer of safety gets introduced. But due to
the added feeling of safety this gives, the
phenomenon of risk compensation tends to
take effect, leading drivers to indulge in risk-
ier driving. Similarly, players in contact
sports who use protective gear tend to
indulge in more dangerous tackles. The phe-
nomenon of risk compensation was visible
during the HIV epidemic too. HIV-preven-
tion measures, such as vaccines, topical
microbicides, antiretroviral medications,
and male circumcision, which had the
potential to lower perceptions of risk, also
encouraged risk-taking behaviour patterns.

Once news on the discovery of a covid vac-
cine is made public, risk perceptions associ-
ated with the virus are bound to get diluted.
As the health threat is popularly seen to
recede, a sense of safety would replace the
current feeling of vulnerability to corona
infection and illness. This is an ideal situa-

A vaccine could turn out to be a double-edged sword

Its availability 

could lower 

people’s risk 

perceptions and 

stoke attitudes 

that worsen the 

pandemic
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I t could so easily have turned out differently. About 4.5bn years ago, the Earth is
believed to have collided with another planet, Theia, resulting in the formation

of the moon. A more glancing blow might have resulted in a “hit-and-run” and a
moon-less Earth; while more of a head-on collision may have blasted away much
of Earth’s mantle, leaving no atmosphere. Jacob Kegerreis, from Durham Univer-
sity, and colleagues used a supercomputer to explore the possible outcomes when
two rocky planets bash into each other. From high-angle slow impacts to head-on
high-speed collisions, the scientists simulated over 300 different kinds of impact.
Their findings, published in the Astrophysical Journal Letters, show that there are
a wide range of impact scenarios that could have formed the moon.

The Guardian

A perfect planetary collision gave us the moon

A collision with Theja any differently could have deprived us of the moon NASA

I s it possible that we are in the midst not only of a health crisis, but a crisis of touch?
And were some people missing out on the touch they wanted even before the

coronavirus? These are some of the questions that the Touch Test, a collaboration
between BBC Radio 4 and the Wellcome Collection, set out to answer. A team of
psychologists led by Michael Banissy at Goldsmiths University of London created
an online study which was launched at the end of the January 2020. The Touch
Test found that people are divided over whether they personally get enough touch
in their lives as well as over whether today’s society gives us enough opportunity
to touch each other…Just over half of people said they got too little touch in their
lives, but 42% said they got about the right amount. 

BBC

Touch deprivation: Is it  our latest health crisis?

A fter handing Ion Aliman victory in the election for their local mayor, residents
of a small village in southern Romania went to his grave to light candles for

him. Aliman was reelected in a landslide for an unprecedented third term as mayor
of the village of Deveselu despite having died from covid-19 complications 10 days
prior to the country’s municipal elections.His death came too late to remove his
name from Sunday’s ballot, but the news of his passing spread fast through the vil-
lage, home to just over 3000 people. To honour the man they admired, hundreds
of Deveselu villagers went to the polling stations Sunday and voted for Aliman any-
way. A video shared widely on social media showed people with flashlights and
candles gathered around Aliman’s grave.

The New Zealand Herald

The mayor who got re-elected after his death

Two former Oklahoma jail employees and their supervisor face misdemeanor
cruelty charges after investigators found they forced inmates to stand hand-

cuffed for hours and listen to the children’s song “Baby Shark” on repeat, a prosecu-
tor said Monday. At least four inmates were secured to a wall with their hands cuffed
behind them while the song played on a loop at a loud volume for hours, The Okla-
homan reported. The misdemeanor charges were filed Monday against former
Oklahoma County jail employees Gregory Cornell Butler Jr. and Christian Charles
Miles, both 21, and their supervisor, Christopher Raymond Hendershott, 50. “It was
unfortunate that I could not find a felony statute to fit this fact scenario,” Oklahoma
County District Attorney David Prater said. 

AP

A jail where children’s music is a tool for torture

A  toothless, feathered dinosaur that had just two fingers and resembled a giant
parrot has been discovered by scientists. Skeletons of the new species, which

lived more than 68 million years ago, were unearthed in Mongolia’s Gobi Desert
by a University of Edinburgh-led team. The creatures—named Oksoko avarsan—
grew to around two metres long with only two functional digits on each forearm.
They had a large, toothless beak similar to the type seen in parrots today and would
feed on other animals as well as plants. Researchers said the remarkably well-pre-
served fossils provided the first evidence of digit loss in the family of dinosaurs
known as oviraptors. Just like the T Rex, Oksoko avarsan had only two fingers—but
all the other known members of its family had three.

The Independent

A parrot-like dinosaur once walked the Earth
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