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The decision to create dedicated legislation on occupational
safety and health as part of overhauling India’s myriad labo-
ur laws is welcome. The draft combines provisions from 13
laws for different sector and extends the mandate to all estab-
lishments employing 10 or more people. Occupational safety
and health are important for improved productivity and
growth. However, the present code also goes into things like
wages and conditions of work.

The Bill lists out the duties of employers and employees, wor-
king hours, annual leave with pay, the facilities that must be
provided for healthy working conditions, maintain records,
appointment of facilitators, special provisions for women and

penalty provisions. It also provides for
national and state occupational safety bo-
ards. These are all steps in the right direc-
tion, and in keeping with international
conventions and practices under the In-
ternational Labour Organization. Howe-
ver, to make this effort effective, the go-
vernment must consider a few changes.

Enforcement and timely revision of regulations and stan-
dards are among the weakest links for India. The draft Bill pro-
vides for facilitators, which could be any government official
given this additional mandate. The government must consi-
der setting up a dedicated agency under the ministry of labo-
ur to deal with developing standards, monitoring establish-
ments, and enforcement of standards across the economy. The
proposed occupational safety boards could continue to guide
the agency at the national and state level. 

The drafting of the law is less than rigorous. If the employer is
responsible for the health of the worker, as the Code says, he must
provide at least health insurance. This would overlap with the
Employees State Insurance healthcare and Ayushman Bharat.

Commendable Move,
Needs More Rigour

Red Coats Driven
Out by the Greys
Given that relations between the US and UK are now at a histo-
ric low thanks to the outing of some unflattering comments by
the envoy of one nation about the other’s president, the sub-
ject of unwanted Americans in Britain could not have come at
a worse time. More so when a member of the House of Com-
mons has minced no words outlining the deleterious effect
that overwhelming numbers of illegal grey coats have had on
the red coats’ native areas. It is a tribute to the tolerance of the
average Briton that there has been no drastic action against
these migrants unlike the current US President Donald
Trump’s proposed wall in the south to curb cross-border traf-
fic. It is also commendable that instead of taking to violence as
many do in the US — and some have also advocated in the UK
— the British have formed committees in affected regions to
discuss and deal with the problem in a more civilised manner.

However, as the issue is of illegal aliens flooding areas not
meant for them — to the extent of depriving locals of com-
mon facilities like food and accommodation, and spreading
potentially fatal diseases — it is noteworthy that their ongo-
ing crisis has not made Britain more sympathetic to similar
American sentiments. But then, Britons are actually exerci-
sed about American grey squirrels driving out British red
ones, not human migrants.

Replay of the American Revolution in UK?
No, just a tail of two (types of) squirrels

India’s first space mission to target an extraterrestrial
landing, Chandrayaan-2, would have commenced by the
time you read this. It is a signal achievement for India’s
technological capability, in areas ranging from rocket
propulsion, signals and communications, materials, ro-
botics, remote guidance and even artificial intelligence,
to let the lunar lander navigate on its own on the far side
of the moon. If successful on all targeted fronts, it would
also add to humankind’s understanding of cosmology
and the origins of the Earth, as the moon probably is a
chunk of this planet that got thrown out at a stage when it
was mostly molten matter. And, of course, it would lead
to greater understanding of the moon itself, its chemist-
ry and composition.

America landed men on the moon essentially to de-
monstrate that it had overcome the Sputnik scare — the
shock realisation that the Soviet Union was ahead of it in
space science and technology and that its own education

system had to gear up for greater fo-
cus on science and maths — and had
beaten the Soviet Union in that lone
area of human achievement in which
the Communist nation had been ahe-
ad. Achievements in space continue
to have an element of demonstration
of technological capability, apart

from their intrinsic utility. So, becoming the fourth na-
tion in the world, behind the US, the former Soviet Union
and China, to land a mobile explorer on the moon, tells
the world of India’s capability in all the intricate techno-
logies that are marshalled and harmonised to carry out
Chandrayaan-2, its predecessor having orbited the moon
with a proximity of 100km. The mission, conceived in
2008, has taken 11years to complete. The mission director
and the project director are both women, to boot.

The Indian Space Research Organisation is standing
testimony to the public sector’s capacity to deliver out-
standing results, when provided with autonomy and reso-
urces. There is a case for similar public sector initiatives
in cyber security, telecom equipment and artificial intelli-
gence. What it lacks is political vision and commitment.

Another Milestone
for Indian Technology
Chandrayaan-2 is about a lot more than the moon

JANINA GOMES

God is perpetually mowing
His lawns,” says FB Meyer.
The musical tinkle of the
whetstone on the scythe
portends the cutting down of
myriads of green blades and
flowers. Beautiful as they
were in the morning, within
an hour or two they lie, faded
and spent.

There is no method of obtai-
ning a velvety lawn but by
repeated mowing; and there is
no way of developing tender-
ness, evenness, sympathy, but
by the passing of God’s scythe.
When grass is mown and all
the tender shoots are blee-
ding, when desolation reigns
where flowers were bursting,
the time is ripe for showers of
rain to fall soft and warm.
When circumstances cir-
cumscribe us and we feel we
are in captivity, for instance,
rebelling against the situation
does not help. If we have to
turn it to the best account
possible, we have to make the
best of the situation.

God is often compared to the
refiner and purifier of silver.
It is with the most precious
metals that the assayer takes
the most pains and subjects
them to the hot fire, because
such fires melt the metal, and
only the molten mass releases
its alloy to take perfectly its
new form in the mould. We see
this process repeated in life.
God chastises those He wants
to purify. The heat of opposi-
tion and misunderstanding, of
being reviled and forsaken,
purifies us of all the dross in
our lives so that we can reflect
more perfectly the divine
image within us.

Keep Fear
at Bay

This weekend, in a Times of India
article (bit.do/eZUt4), University of
Chicago professor of finance and
former RBI governor Raghuram
Rajan highlighted the perils of the
budget announcement of GoI’s plan
to start raising a part of its gross
borrowing programme in external
currencies.

There are two issues regarding
India’s foreign borrowing. One, the
quantum of borrowing and debt.
While multilateral and bilateral
debt is welcomed, India has been
conservative in the matter of ex-
ternal commercial borrowing (ECB)
ever since the balance of payment
(BoP) crisis of 1991-92. After that,
annual caps were imposed on addi-
tional borrowing, particularly on
short-term debt, and the end use of
external commercial borrowings
was restricted. What that experien-
ce taught was that short-term debt
could not be rolled over, since panic
gripped the markets, aggravating
the crisis of liquidity. 

ECB policy has been liberalised
over the years, although RBI is, by
instinct, conservative. India’s ex-
ternal debt remains within prudent
levels, at 21% of GDP and 150% of
foreign currency reserves in 2018-19.

Nirmala Sitharaman’s budget
speech does not propose relaxing
quantitative limits on ECB.

Two, ECB raised directly by GoI as
sovereign debt. GoI has in the past
pushed public sector utilities (PSUs)
to borrow from external markets for
fiscal and BoP support, and foreign
portfolio investors (FPIs) are allo-
wed to buy domestic government
bonds denominated in rupees. But it
has so far avoided borrowing direct-
ly on its own books from inter-
national financial markets. The
budget announcement marks a
structural shift in policy.

So, should GoI borrow directly
from external financial markets?

Another former RBI governor, C
Rangarajan, doesn’t think so — and
for good reasons. “The proposal…
does not appear to be correct. This
essentially means the exchange risk
is borne by GoI, unlike the situation
in which foreign investors are
allowed to invest in government
bonds in rupees,” he wrote in ET on
the budget (bit.do/eZUt4), adding,
“Second, there is certainly no need
for government to borrow as the
foreign inflows are adequate.”

There are, however, four compel-
ling arguments for the proposal.

One, global interest rates are at
historic lows. This has intensified
what former chair of the US Federal
Reserve Ben Bernanke called a
‘global savings glut’. India, with a
deficit of savings over investment,
could tap into this glut. The cost of
hedging against forex risk would be
countervailed by the saving in the
coupon rate.

Two, direct borrowing by the
sovereign is always cheaper than for
any other entity. As long as the
policy shift simply means that
overall ECB limits remain unchang-
ed, with GoI borrowing more and
the corporates less in international
financial markets, there would be
net welfare gains for the economy.

Three, the sovereign is the best
credit in the country. As such, sove-
reign bonds set the lowest possible
benchmark for Indian borrowers in
international financial markets.
Instead of relying on the sovereign
bond yields of other similarly rated
developing countries, they would
now borrow at spreads above Indian
sovereign bonds, controlling for
tenure of the loan and credit rating.
GoI can lower the yields on its own
sovereign bonds through good
macroeconomic management.

Four, India has a huge infrastruc-
ture deficit. Global experience is that
most of this investment would need
to come directly or indirectly from
government. Private enterprise can

play only a marginal role, in view of
the higher risks, lower returns and
longer gestation periods of the
underlying investment. Such invest-
ments generate large externalities,
indirectly benefitting the larger
economy much more than the in-
vestor directly. As the case of China
illustrates, first-class infrastructure
lowers the cost of overheads, ma-
king the economy more efficient,
productive and hence more inter-
nationally competitive.

GoI would need to scale up its
borrowings on the margin to scale
up investment in infrastructure.
The unpleasant arithmetic arising
from this could raise interest rates
and crowd out private investment.
India’s savings have declined, but so
has private investment, as a result
the deficit — the current account
deficit — has remained more or less
constant. As and when the animal
spirits of private investors revive, it
would be a good thing to have an
enabling provision to avoid such
crowding out in the domestic debt
market.

As long as extant borrowing limits
are not breached, direct borrowing
by the sovereign in external com-
mercial markets may not be a bad
idea. The provision needs to be, of
course, used judiciously. Without
this caveat, India’s demographic
dividend can well turn into a de-
mographic nightmare.

The writer is RBI Chair professor,
Indian Council for Research on Inter-
national Economic Relations (ICRIER),
New Delhi

Open Doors, Don’t Get Blown Away

Alok Sheel

T
ill last year, between live
TV programmes on the
budget, I would hurriedly
write op-ed pieces without
enough time to examine

the real stories that lay hidden in re-
ams of data. Being abroad on July 5,
and having regretted to comment on
D-Day, I finally got a spell to dissect
the budget at leisure. Here goes…

First, what is the projected nomi-
nal GDP growth for 2019-20? There
are two numbers out there. The last
line in the ‘Macro Economic Fram-
ework Statement’ states that “nomi-
nal growth of the economy is expec-
ted to be 11% in the financial year
2019-20”. Yet, the calculations carri-
ed out in the ‘Budget at a Glance’ are
based on a nominal GDP growth of
12%. The difference is a whopping
`̀1,87,396 crore. If growth for 2019-20
is, indeed, 11%, then the projected fi-
scal deficit target will be 3.4% of
GDP, not 3.3% as forecast in the bud-
get. It isn’t small change.

Second, how sane is it to expect
nominal GDP growth of 12% for
2019-20? Assuming a general infla-
tion rate of 4%, it translates to 8%
real GDP growth for the year. That’s
an unrealistic target. According to
official data, in 2018-19 India’s real
GDP growth was 6.8%, and the no-
minal was 11.2%. We saw a steady de-
cline in growth throughout last ye-
ar: from 8% in Q1 (April-June 2018)
to 7% in Q2, then 6.6% in Q3 and fi-

nally 5.8% in Q4. While the numbers
aren’t out yet, many believe that
April-June 2019 will also show slug-
gish growth — somewhere between
5.5% and 5.7%. In such a scenario,
how can one blithely project 12% no-
minal, or 8% real, GDP growth?
Other than to claim that having won
303 Lok Sabha seats, it must be so.

Third, should we worry about the
tax revenue numbers? In a word,
‘Yes’. During 2018-19, the finance mi-
nistry got a fascinating working in-
sight — that sources of tax revenue
were interchangeable. There was a
huge deficit from the goods and ser-
vices tax (GST), with the revised col-
lection being some 11% less than
what was originally budgeted, or a
shortfall of `̀1,00,000 crore. Faced
with this gap, the revenue depart-
ment went after corporate taxes, in-
cluding the associated surcharges
and cess. Thus versus the budget es-
timate of `̀6,21,000 crore for 2018-19, it
collected an extra `̀50,000 crore for-
ked out by businesses in the second
half of the year.

Load on Corporate Tax
I worry about this in 2019-20 as well.
With the budget accounting for only
a 3% rise in GST collection between
2018-19 (revised) and 2019-20 (bud-
get), it has again put disproportio-
nate pressure on corporate taxes. In
a scenario of 11% nominal GDP
growth, taxmen must collect over
14% more in corporate taxes, sur-
charges and cess — amounting to
`̀7,66,000 crore, which will exceed
31% of gross tax revenue. I expect
torrid times, especially in the De-
cember 2019 and March 2020 instal-
ments, when the screws will be tigh-
tened in no uncertain terms.

Fourth, will there be no end to an
ever-growing reliance on cess and
surcharges? In an era of growing fi-

scal federalism, these are used pre-
cisely because not a penny of their
receipts has to be shared with the
states. In 2017-18, these surcharges
and cesses (excluding the GST com-
pensation cess) accounted for less
than `̀92,000 crore, or 4.8% of gross
tax revenue. In the revised estimate
of 2018-19, these increased to over
`̀2,94,000 crore, or 13% of gross tax
revenue. For 2019-20, these exceed
`̀3,28,000 crore, or 13.3% of gross tax
revenue. Will this shady business
ever come to an end?

Fifth, given the past record, why
should we accept the huge disinvest-
ment target of `̀1,05,000 crore? This
is where we have either failed mise-
rably with far more modest targets,
or have offered gloriously entertai-
ning interpretations of stake-sale to
claim achievement. Seeing is belie-
ving, especially over a nine-month
period. We haven’t seen anything
yet. Not for a long while, I may add. 

Sixth, are we getting back to cree-
ping protectionism? In paragraph
133 of her budget speech, finance mi-
nister Nirmala Sitharaman said,
“On the customs side, my proposals
are driven with the objectives of se-
curing our borders, achieving hig-
her domestic value addition thro-
ugh ‘Make in India’, reducing im-
port dependence, protection to the
micro, small and medium enterpri-

ses sector, promoting clean energy,
curbing non-essential imports, and
correcting inversions.”

Raising Tariff Walls
Two paragraphs later she outlined
some of this glorious stuff — with
tariffs being increased on cashew
kernels, PVC (polyvinyl chloride),
vinyl flooring, tiles, metal fittings,
mountings for furniture, synthetic
rubbers, marble slabs, optical fibre
cable, CCTV (closed-circuit televi-
sion) cameras, digital and network
video recorders, not to mention im-
ported books. We are back to where
we were for decades on end — hiking
customs duties to benefit friends.

Seventh, sovereign foreign borro-
wings? I can see the lure of it. We ha-
ve no domestic funds. We need in-
vestments for infrastructure and in-
dustry. So why not leverage the sove-
reign’s imprimatur to get ‘cheap’
foreign funds? This temptation has
risks. And without decrying it out-
right, it is necessary to underscore
the perils in no uncertain terms. Be
very, very careful.

Eighth, how was it overall? It was
better than Arun Jaitley’s first bud-
get. But is that praise?

The writer is Chairman, Corporate and
Economic Research Group (CERG)
Advisory

Dissecting Budget at Leisure

Omkar Goswami

We have no domestic funds. We need investments for
infrastructure and industry. So why not leverage the
sovereign’s imprimatur to get ‘cheap’ foreign funds?

With numbers not adding up this time, be prepared for sleights of hand in February 2020

If all goes according to plan, about
52 days from today, India’s moon
lander, Vikram, as part of the
Chandrayaan-2 mission, will land
near the moon’s southern pole and
release a robot rover, Pragyan, to
study the satellite. Pragyan won’t
be on the moon alone. After a smo-
oth landing in January, Chang’e-4,
China’s moon crawler, has been
scouring the lunar surface sending
copious amount of data home.

Also, 50 years to the day after Neil
Armstrong became the first man to
land on the moon, on July 20 (July 21
India time), 1969, a different space
race driven by national pride is afoot.
But there is a twist in this newer tale.
It’s no longer just about planting one’s
national flag on the lunar surface, but
also to establish a lunar colony.

Chandrayaan-1, India’s shortlived
lunar probe, was launched by Indian

Space Research Organisation (Isro)
in October 2008. Before its prematu-
re decommissioning in August 2009,
Isro claimed it had performed ‘95%
of its mission objectives’ that in-
cluded confirmation of the presence
of water on the moon. One of the
main mission objectives of Chand-
rayaan-2 is to study the water con-
tent of the lunar subsurface.

Like the moon itself, this mysterio-
us amount of water has remained
undisturbed for around 4.5 billion
years. It holds a clue or two to myste-
ries such as the birth of the moon
and Earth. The water holds out the
promise of building sustainable
lunar colonies that can act as the
launch pad for further exploration of
outer planets such as Mars and
beyond. India wants to be an early
mover in the race to get a foothold.
Till now only the US, the Soviet
Union/Russia and China have been
able to land a rover on the moon.
India hopes to join this elite group.

India’s space programme is a
robust one, and cost-beneficial to
boot. It speaks volumes of its rese-
arch and technology personnel that
in both the moon missions, the
orbiter, lander, impactor and rover

were all developed indigenously.
Expectations are high this time,
too. Given the fact that China is all
set to rule space in the coming
decades, there is little doubt that
there is much pressure on Isro to
produce results.

China landed Chang’e-4 on the far
side of the moon on January 3 this
year where the temperature plum-
mets below -1800C during prolonged
lunar nights. The lander is still
functioning normally.

But what about returning humans
to the moon? US Vice President
Mike Pence urged Nasa to accelera-
te its Gateway project to put hu-
mans back on the moon by 2024.

Similar statements have been
heard from European countries
and China. However, space admini-
strations across the world are not
hopeful that it’s going to happen too
soon. Development in robotics has
created the option to remotely
study extraterrestrial bodies —
scientists have already landed
robots on comets and asteroids —
and the idea of a robot-run colony
on the moon has gained currency.
Every successful landing and
functioning of a lunar rover adds
fuel to this option.

Political ambition with outer space
has always benefited science. One
can only hope that the success of the
mission will be reflected in the
budget allocation of scientific and
technological research in India. At
the height of the space race between
the US and the Soviet Union, Nasa’s
budget was 4% of the US federal
budget. The marginal rise in recent
budgetary allocations for science
ministries in India does not match
its scientific achievement.

Chandrayaan-2 can be the show-
case scientific establishment that
can hopefully convince the political
bosses that Indian science need a
bit more than lip service.

Reaching for the Moon Today

Debkumar Mitra

Letters to the editor may be addressed to

editet@timesgroup.com

Review
Reservation 
Apropos the editorial ‘When
the Forward Wish to be Back-
ward’ (July 13). That the
Supreme Court refused to
stay a Bombay High Court
ruling on reservations for the
Maratha community was
expected. It is a privileged
community but the state
government categorised it as
a disadvantageous section, in
variance with available facts.
Ironically, reservations that
were designed to uplift social-
ly and economically back-
ward strata has lost its in-
tended objective and instead
is grossly misused by politici-
ans to serve their political
interests. It’s time to revisit
the reservation policy.

DEEPAK SINGHAL

Noida, Uttar Pradesh

Don’t Dismiss
Team India
Apropos ‘CoA to Review
India’s World Cup Performan-
ce Once Coach, Captain Re-
turn’ (July 12). A post-mortem
of this kind is irrelevant. The
flaws in India’s performance
in the World Cup were evident
from the start. As for the
semifinal against the Kiwis,
one cannot expect Rohit

Sharma and
Virat Kohli
to come good
in each
game. We
need to
recognise
that we have
a great team

that is more than competent to
dominate international
cricket. We should encourage
them to build attitudes to post
the highest scores while
batting, shoot out the opposi-
tion for the lowest totals, have
the best balls per wicket
ratios, and generally play
attacking and entertaining
cricket.

S KAMAT

Goa

Telecom: End
Confrontation
Apropos ‘Let Telecom Bygo-
nes be Bygones, DCC’ (July 12).
The editorial has sound advi-
ce for the government and
operators. The mission is to
improve the quality of com-
munication at minimum cost
to the users. So, if both under-
stand this, there should really
be no conflict.

KRISHAN KALRA

Gurugram, Haryana

Chat Room
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FOREIGN CURRENCY BORROWINGS

Moonstruck: From A Trip to the
Moon, 1902, dir. Georges Méliès
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