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EDITORIAL

Extinguishing history
‘Obliteration of a memory’
is the phrase that comes to
one’s mind after reading
the report, “Amar Jawan
Jyoti now merged with
National War Memorial
flame, says Government”
( January 22). Applying the
same strange logic, why
don’t we ‘merge’ all the
statues of political leaders
too? Already, the
obliteration of history is a
work in progress. One
wonders what the next
casualty will be. The
Independence Day address
from a Mughal-era fort?
R. Thomas Paul,

Bengaluru

■ Surely, both flames could
have co-existed as the
stand-alone icons of our
glorious past, signifying the
grit and the valour of our
veer jawans across different
time frames. For many
veterans like me, and even to
our millennials, the Amar
Jawan Jyoti memorial, with
an eternal flame, has always
held deep memories of of
our past, colonial included.
To subsume articles of
immense value is quite
unheard of in the annals of
Indian history. Arguably, the
Government could have also
elicited our views. 
G. Ramasubramanyam,

Vijayawada, Andhra Pradesh

■ Many travellers to the
national capital make it a
point to visit the solemn
place to derive inspiration
and to absorb national pride.
The jyoti gave significance,
an identity, a purpose and a
charm to the iconic place
and has, so far, not posed
any hindrance to any
segment of society. The
Government could have left
it untouched.
V. Johan Dhanakumar,

Chennai

■ Belittling, distorting,
erasing history and carving
new narratives to suit its
political and religious
ideology are tools the ruling

party is employing to
polarise the electorate for
narrow political gains. The
exuberance shown in
appointing a committee to
‘examine’ ancient history,
observing a Partition Horrors
Remembrance Day, the
Central Vista Project,
renaming of public
monuments, cities, towns,
educational institutions and
even dropping Mahatma
Gandhi’s favourite hymn
from this year’s Beating
Retreat ceremony are all
examples of a well-crafted,
despicable plan with a quest
for a new history to drive a
future politics. It is time for
the people of this great

Gandhiji. Now, to drop his
favourite hymn will only
make this even worse.
Mani Nataraajan,

Coonoor, The Nilgiris

Subhas Bhowmick
Subhas Bhowmick was
famed as a ‘bulldozer’ in the
football maidan of his
generation. He shook the
opponent’s defence with his
dribbling skills. Remarkable
too was his switchover to
coaching. His contributions
will always be linked to the
rise of Indian football.
Bidyut Kumar Chatterjee,

Faridabad, Haryana

country to see through these
political ploys.
Dr. Biju C. Mathew,

Thiruvananthapuram

Not in the hymn book
I am shocked and surprised
that the Government has
decided to drop the
Mahatma’s favourite hymn,
‘Abide with me’, from this
year’s Beating Retreat
ceremony, and played every
year since 1950. Who is the
brain behind this
unwarranted move? Will it
not touch the nation to the
quick? It is a stark fact that
the younger generation today
is oblivious of the yeoman
services rendered by
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Sanjay Kumar

F
ive States in India go to the
polls in early 2022. And by
the end of this year, Assemb-

ly elections will also be held in Guj-
arat and Himachal Pradesh. Since
Uttar Pradesh, the largest State in
terms of the number of Lok Sabha
seats, goes to the polls in early
2022 — along with Punjab, Uttarak-
hand, Goa and Manipur — this
round of Assembly elections is be-
ing referred as the semi-final to the
final (the Lok Sabha or the general
election) which will be held in
2024. As in any match, winning
the semi-final would guarantee a
spot to play in the final, though it
does not guarantee a victory in the
final match.

The electoral verdict in the se-
ven States that go to the polls this
year (2022) will give us an idea of
which party has the larger support
base in which State; but these re-
sults cannot be an indicator of
what might happen in 2024. Many
State elections will take place in
2023 which would be much closer
to 2024. There have been phases
in India’s elections when people
have chosen the same party to run
the State government as well as
the Central government, but it is a
trend that no longer holds in pre-
sent-day politics. In the last five
years, there have been several
elections such as in Delhi, Madhya
Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Rajasthan,
Gujarat and Bihar, when voters
have voted very differently while

casting their vote for the State go-
vernment and during the Lok Sab-
ha election. There is no evidence
to suggest these patterns would
have changed over the last few
years. So, in my opinion, the ver-
dict of the State Assembly elec-
tions will not be any indicator of
what might happen in 2024. In
fact, to repeat what I have said ear-
lier, one should refrain from mak-
ing judgments about the likely out-
come of the 2024 Lok Sabha
election based on the verdicts in
these Assembly elections. 

In Uttar Pradesh
But this does not suggest that the
verdicts in these Assembly elec-
tions will not have any impact on
how politics in India might take
shape in the coming years. For in-
stance, if the Bharatiya Janata Par-
ty (BJP) emerges victorious in Ut-
tar Pradesh, it would certainly
boost the chances of the BJP for
winning the 2024 Lok Sabha elec-
tion; such a result would also
boost the stature of incumbent Ut-
tar Pradesh Chief Minister Yogi Ad-
ityanath within the party. On the
contrary, a loss for the BJP would
dampen its prospects in 2024 and
affect Mr. Adityanath.

The verdicts in these Assembly
elections would also have implica-
tions for the other political parties
in the fray: namely, the Indian Na-
tional Congress, the Aam Aadmi
Party (AAP), the Trinamool Con-
gress (TMC), the Samajwadi Party
and the Bahujan Samaj Party. Of
the seven States which go to the
polls, the Congress is the ruling
party in Punjab but the main Op-
position party in Uttarakhand, Hi-
machal Pradesh, Gujarat, Goa and
Manipur. It would be important
for the Congress to win in some of

these States if it is to instill faith in
its leadership and morale among
its supporters to keep the party’s
hopes up for the main battle in
2024. The best bet for the Con-
gress to perform well would be in
the States of Punjab (where it is de-
fending its own government), and
Uttarakhand and Goa where it is
the main Opposition party. 

In Uttarakhand, the govern-
ment has changed every five years
ever since the State came into be-
ing. With the BJP in power there
for the last five years, all eyes are
on the Congress’s prospects. But
elections are won by mobilising
the support base and not by any
set rules. Such rules have broken
occasionally in the last few years,
most recently in Kerala. 

AAP as a factor
The Congress also has its task cut
out in fighting the BJP as there is
now the stronger presence of AAP
in State politics; this is likely to
help it gain some of the anti-BJP
votes, in turn posing a threat to the
prospects of the Congress. In Goa,
the Congress has lost its shape ev-
er since the last Assembly elec-
tions; a number of its MLAs have
defected to other parties — mainly
to the BJP and the TMC. Given this

situation, the Congress is in for a
tough fight in Goa. In the case of
the elections in Gujarat and Hima-
chal Pradesh, and in the event of
there being a bi-polar contest, the
Congress stands a good chance of
winning. But one must not forget
that it would be facing a very
strong political force, the BJP. The
BJP would like to retain Gujarat at
any cost, being the home State of
both the Prime Minister, Narendra
Modi, and the Home Minister,
Amit Shah. The question is does
the Congress have its house in or-
der to be able to defeat the BJP in
Gujarat and Himachal Pradesh? Gi-
ven the State-specific scenarios,
2022 is certainly going to be a chal-
lenge for the Congress.

AAP is also trying hard to ex-
pand its base in various States with
an eye on trying to replace the
Congress as the main Opposition
party to the BJP at the national le-
vel if not fill the political vacuum
being created by the decline of the
Congress’s support base in many
States. Much would depend on
how AAP performs in Punjab and
in other States. A victory in Punjab
would certainly boost the party’s
prospects and also provide a
broader platform for its leader Ar-
vind Kejriwal to emerge as a bigger
player in national politics.

The TMC too
The other leader too who is look-
ing forward to playing a bigger role
in national politics is the West Ben-
gal Chief Minister and TMC leader
Mamata Banerjee. After the
thumping victory of the TMC in
the West Bengal Assembly elec-
tions last year, the TMC is also
another party trying hard to ex-
pand its base in other States. The
party has been successful in draw-

ing in various leaders from other
political parties — from Congress,
former Goa Chief Minister Luizin-
ho Faleiro, Mahila Congress Presi-
dent Sushmita Dev, Kirti Azad (Bi-
har), former Haryana Congress
president Ashok Tanwar (Harya-
na), and Uttar Pradesh Congress
leaders Rajesh Pati Tripathi and
Lalitesh Pati Tripathi. There have
also been other political jumps —
by former Finance Minister in the
BJP government Yashwant Sinha,
former Union Minister and BJP MP
Babul Suprio, BJP leader Mukul
Roy along with his son Subhrang-
shu and former Janata Dal (United)
MP Pavan K. Varma. 

These defections to the TMC are
an indication of which way the
wind seems to be blowing. But the
TMC would need to make its pre-
sence felt in some of the States in
these Assembly elections if Ms. Ba-
nerjee is to stake a claim (even if
informal) as the leader who should
be the consensus candidate from
among the Opposition parties to
challenge the BJP in 2024. The
TMC is working hard in Goa to
pose a challenge to the two esta-
blished political parties, namely
the BJP and the Congress. But one
needs to wait and see what kind of
an impact the TMC can make in
these elections in Goa. 

The stage for the 2022 Assembly
elections and what its impact on
Indian politics may be is wide
open. We need to wait and watch
to see how things unfold in the
coming months and over the next
two years before the final match in
2024.

Sanjay Kumar is a Professor with the

Centre for the Study of Developing

Societies (CSDS) and a political analyst.

The views expressed are personal

Decoding the 2022 elections and the script for 2024 
It would be wise not to make judgments about the outcome of the general election based on the Assembly poll results 
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T
he National Statistical Office
(NSO) released the first ad-
vance national accounts esti-

mates for 2021-22 on January 7,
2022. India’s real GDP growth in
2021-22 is estimated at 9.2%, that is
30 basis points lower than the pro-
jection by the Reserve Bank of In-
dia and the International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) projection of
9.5%. In an earlier analysis 
(The Hindu, December 18, 2021,
“The challenge of achieving 9.5%
growth rate”), we had considered
some of the ongoing challenges to
the 2021-22 growth forecast, indi-
cating a possible decline. The ad-
verse effect of the third wave of
COVID-19, which is mainly affect-
ing the last quarter of 2021-22, may
call for a further downward adjust-
ment in the growth rate to about
9%. The main sectors that have
held back a more robust recovery
are trade, transport, et al. on the
output side and private final con-
sumption expenditure (PFCE) on
the demand side as their annual
estimated 2021-22 magnitudes re-
main below the corresponding le-
vels in 2019-20.

Growth prospects
With respect to the prospects of
2022-23 growth, IMF and Organi-
sation for Economic Co-operation
and Development (OECD) fore-
casts have indicated growth rates
at 8.5% and 8.1%, respectively. Ho-
wever, these may prove to be opti-
mistic as the base effects characte-
rising 2021-22 may be limited. In
fact, as per the NSO’s advance esti-
mates, at the end of 2021-22, the

magnitude of GDP in real terms is
estimated at INR₹147.5-lakh crore
that is only a shade higher than
INR₹145.7-lakh crore in 2019-20.
Thus, due to the three waves of
COVID-19 that India has expe-
rienced, two years of real growth
in economic activities have been
wiped out. The economy has to
now start on a clean slate. Growth
in 2022-23 would depend on the
basic determinants such as the
saving and investment rates in the
economy. As per the advance esti-
mates, the gross fixed capital for-
mation (GFCF) relative to GDP at
current prices stands at 29.6% in
2021-22. Capacity utilisation in In-
dia continues to have considerable
slack. Available quarterly data in-
dicate a capacity utilisation ratio
of only 60% at the end of the first
quarter of 2021-22 and an average
of 61.7% in the preceding four
quarters. As such, a pick-up in
private investment may take some
time.

Private final consumption ex-
penditure (PFCE) also shows a low
growth of 6.9% in 2021-22. Any
pick-up in demand would conti-
nue to be constrained by low-in-
come growth in sectors character-
ised by a high marginal propensity
to consume (MPC) such as the
trade, transport, et al. sector and
the Micro, Small and Medium En-
terprise (MSME) sector more
broadly. Growth in 2022-23 would
also continue to be constrained by
supply-side bottlenecks and high
prices of global crude and primary
products. It may thus be prudent
to expect a real GDP growth in the
range of 6%-7%. The implicit price
deflator (IPD)-based inflation
which was as high as 7.7% in 2021-
22, may come down to about
5%-6%. Thus, we may expect a no-
minal GDP growth of about 12%-
13% in 2022-23. It is the nominal
magnitude which is crucial as far
as the Budget is concerned.

It was due to the high IPD-based

inflation that the nominal GDP
growth in 2021-22 at 17.6% exceed-
ed real GDP growth by a margin of
8.4% points. This high nominal
growth combined with base ef-
fects resulted in the Centre’s gross
tax revenue (GTR) growth of
50.3% during the first eight
months of the current fiscal year.
In the first six months of 2021-22,
this growth was even higher at
64.2%. In October and November
2021, the average growth in the
Centre’s GTR fell to about 17.4% as
the base effect was weakening. We
assess that the annual growth in
the Centre’s GTR may be close to
35%, implying a buoyancy of near-
ly 2. With these buoyant tax reve-
nues, the Government may be able
to limit the 2021-22 fiscal deficit to
its budgeted level of 6.8% of GDP
although a marginal slippage may
not be ruled out. There may be
some slippage in disinvestment
targets and supplementary expen-
diture demands have also to be
accommodated.

Going forward, since the base
effects in the Centre’s GTR would
have weakened, we may expect a
lower annual GTR growth of about
15%-16% in 2022-23 which in com-
bination with a nominal GDP
growth of 13% implies a buoyancy
of about 1.2. This would still com-
pare well with the Centre’s GTR
growth performance in the pre-
COVID-19 years which averaged
only 5.6% during 2017-18 to 2019-
20. The major corporate income

tax (CIT) reform undertaken in
2019-20 had provided, among oth-
er things, a concessional CIT rate
of 15% for fresh investment in ma-
nufacturing by domestic compa-
nies provided their production
took off on or before March 31,
2023. As nearly two years have
been lost due to COVID-19, the Go-
vernment may consider extending
the time limit for availing this be-
nefit. The GST compensation pro-
vision would also come to an end
in June 2022. This would cause a
major revenue shock at least for
some States such as Tamil Nadu,
Kerala and Andhra Pradesh. While
this matter may be considered by
the GST Council, the compensa-
tion arrangement should be ex-
tended by two years in some mod-
ified form. Its impact on the
Centre’s Budget should be provid-
ed for.

With respect to non-tax re-
ceipts, the scope of the National
Monetization Pipeline (NMP) may
be extended to cover monetisation
of government-owned land assets.
Disinvestment initiatives may have
to be accelerated. 

Expenditure priorities
Expenditure prioritisation in 2022-
23 should focus on reviving both
consumption and investment de-
mand. The National Infrastructure
Pipeline (NIP) should be reas-
sessed, and its path may be recast
in order to make up for existing
deficiencies in relation to the origi-
nal targets — particularly in the
health sector. In this regard, the
infrastructure investment under-
taken by State governments and
the public sector should be realis-
tically ascertained and shortfalls
with respect to original targets
may be identified and remedial
measures initiated. Since con-
sumption demand remains weak,
some fiscal support in the form of
an urban counterpart to Mahatma
Gandhi National Rural Employ-

ment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA)
may be considered in addition to
supporting some of the sectors
which are directly impacted by
COVID-19. Revival of the economy
in 2022-23 would critically depend
on containing the adverse eco-
nomic impact of the third wave of
COVID-19 — and subsequent waves
— to a minimum.

Return to fiscal consolidation
It would be appropriate now to
consider a graduated return to fis-
cal consolidation while using fiscal
policy to lay the base for faster
growth in the years to come. The
Fifteenth Finance Commission
had suggested a fiscal consolida-
tion path where the Centre’s fiscal
deficit was benchmarked at 5.5%
of GDP for 2022-23. In their pessi-
mistic scenario, it was kept at 6%
of GDP. At this point, while sup-
porting growth is critical, signall-
ing a return to fiscal consolidation
is also important. It may be pru-
dent to limit the reduction in fiscal
deficit-GDP ratio to about 1% point
of GDP in 2022-23. This would
imply a fiscal deficit in the range of
5.5%-6% of GDP. From here on, a
stepwise reduction of 0.5% points
per year would enable a level of
about 4% of GDP by 2025-26. By
this time, as suggested by the Fif-
teenth Finance Commission, a
high-powered inter-governmental
group should be constituted to re-
examine the sustainability param-
eters of debt and fiscal deficit of
the central and State governments
in the light of new empirical reali-
ties, particularly taking into ac-
count the likely level of interest
rate on government debt. 

C. Rangarajan is the Chairman, Madras

School of Economics and a former

Governor of the Reserve Bank of India.

D.K. Srivastava is the Chief Policy Advisor,

EY India and a former Director of the

Madras School of Economics. The views

expressed are personal

A chance to support growth, fiscal consolidation
Two years of real growth in economic activities have been wiped out by COVID-19, which the Budget must take note of 
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A
move by the Union Environment Ministry to im-
plement a ‘star-rating system’ has sparked con-
troversy after one of its official communiqués be-

came public. Under this scheme, State-level
environment committees that appraise industrial pro-
jects on their potential environmental risk would be in-
centivised with points for “transparency, efficiency and
accountability”. This idea followed a Union Cabinet
meeting this month to facilitate the Government’s
broader commitment to ‘Ease of Doing Business’. The
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is one of the
cornerstones of ensuring that the ecological costs of in-
frastructure development are minimal. Prospective
projects above a certain size and with a potential to sig-
nificantly alter the natural environment must be first
approved by the State Environment Impact Assessment
Authority (SEIAA) comprising State officers and inde-
pendent experts. Projects that are even bigger or in-
volve forest land — category A — must be cleared by an
expert committee formed by the Centre. SEIAA pro-
jects make up the bulk of projects for approval includ-
ing building and construction, small mining, small in-
dustry projects, and are considered ‘less polluting’.

The star rating system proposed is to “rank” and “in-
centivise” States on how quickly and “efficiently” they
can accord environmental clearances. It spells out se-
ven criteria to rate SEIAAs on “transparency, efficiency
and accountability”. On a scale of 7, an SEIAA, for in-
stance, gets more points for granting a clearance in less
than 80 days than for within 105 days and no marks for
more. A score of seven or more would be rated ‘five
star’. However, a reading of the order gives the impres-
sion that States, in the quest for more stars, would log-
ically vie for speedily clearing projects rather than en-
sure a thorough appraisal. The Environment Ministry,
has said, in response to criticism, that the intention is
not to hasten clearances but accelerate the pace of deci-
sion making. Rather than files being sent back for every
query, all objections must be compiled and addressed
at one go, it contends. While quicker decision-making
benefits everyone, State committees are currently ham-
pered by having too few independent experts and deci-
sion-making being left to bureaucrats than to environ-
ment specialists. Both industrialists and States gain
from projects and, therefore, the tendency is always to
elide environmental concerns. In many instances, site
visits are critical to understand the potential environ-
mental challenges. Calculating the risks and the bene-
fits of industrial projects vis-à-vis their environmental
impact is understandably hard. The way forward is to
take steps to increase trust in the system and ensure
that all States have competent experts who can conduct
appraisals without fear or favour. A list of empty rank-
ings is the least advisable way to bring about this.

A stellar fallacy 
Assessment of environmental costs, benefits

of projects should not be done in haste

T
he Supreme Court has once again addressed the
‘merit versus reservation’ debate, a misleading
binary that has engaged public and judicial dis-

course for years. While ruling in favour of extending re-
servation to OBCs in the all-India quota (AIQ) of seats in
admission to under-graduate and post-graduate medi-
cal and dental courses, the Court has concluded that
the binary has become superfluous. The courts have
now come to recognise the idea of ‘substantive equali-
ty’, which sees affirmative action not as an exception to
the equality rule, but as a facet of the equality norm.
‘Formal equality’, or the principle that everyone com-
petes on an equal footing, is inadequate to address so-
cial inequalities and the inherent disadvantages of the
less advanced sections, necessitating provisions that
help them compete with the advanced classes. The
competitive examination may be necessary for distribu-
tion of educational opportunities, but it does not ena-
ble equal opportunity for those competing without the
aid of social and cultural capital, inherited skills and
early access to quality schooling. Good performance in
an examination does reflect hard work, but does not al-
ways reflect “merit” solely of one’s own making. “The
rhetoric surrounding merit obscures the way in which
family, schooling, fortune and a gift of talents that the
society currently values aids in one’s advancement,”
writes Justice D.Y. Chandrachud, and raises the relevant
question whether marks are the best gauge of indivi-
dual merit. Seen in this light, reservation ensures that
backward classes are able to avail of opportunities that
“typically evade them because of structural barriers”.

The provision of 27% reservation for OBCs within the
AIQ was introduced only in July 2021. Implemented
from 1986, the AIQ was envisaged as a domicile-free qu-
ota to access medical education in all colleges in the
country. It comprises 15% of undergraduate medical
and dental seats and 50% of post-graduate seats surren-
dered by the States for admission through a central
pool. For two decades, there was no reservation in this
segment. In 2007, the Court allowed the introduction of
15% reservation for SCs and 7.5% for STs. Even when the
OBC quota was introduced in Central government insti-
tutions alone, there was none in State colleges. The de-
cision to end this discrimination now has judicial impri-
matur. The Court has also rejected the argument that
there was no need for reservation in post-graduate
medical education. The impact of backwardness, it has
said, does not simply disappear because a candidate
has a graduate qualification and does not create parity
between advanced classes and backward classes. The
latest judgment marks another notable addition to the
body of affirmative action jurisprudence.

False dichotomy 
The top court’s view that quotas ensure equal

opportunity is a blow for affirmative action 


