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1. Once upon a plan 

The Indian Express, Written by Inder Malhotra | Posted: September 26, 2014  

 

 

 

Doubtless the Planning Commission of yore, which did the country service in days gone by, 

had to be wound up and replaced by an organisation more in tune with the free market. There is 

already a deluge of suggestions about what should take its place but I have no intention to add to 

these. My purpose is to recall some memories of an institution that once occupied centrestage, 

and with which my professional association began at its inception. 

On March 23, 1950, as a rookie reporter of a news agency called the United Press of India (on 

whose ashes was built the United News of India, which is also now defunct), I was asked to 

cover an event at the Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry (Ficci), which 

then operated from a rented place. Since Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru was to be the main 

speaker, the audience was large and refreshments lavish. All this was overshadowed, however, 

by the consternation following Nehru’s announcement that the government had just constituted 

the Planning Commission, with him as its chairman, to prepare five-year plans to promote rapid 

economic growth and economic and social justice. 

Hardly a couple of days had passed when Finance Minister John Mathai’s resignation became 

big news. He was protesting against the transfer of some of his powers to the Planning 

Commission. His place in both the finance ministry and the Planning Commission was taken by 

C.D. Deshmukh. In the initial years, the commission’s vice chairman was G.L. Nanda, who also 

served as minister for planning. But later, Nehru entrusted the vice-chairmanship to V.T. 

Krishnamachari, who had better economic credentials. On the floor of Parliament, communist 



leader Hiren Mukherjee welcomed this change, declaring that Nanda’s “portfolio of planning 

reminded him of the grin without cat that Alice saw in wonderland”. Nanda’s return to his old 

job in the Commission later was typical of how government functions. 

Even in those less-crowded days, any new outfit had an acute problem of accommodation. The 

high and mighty of the Commission got a place in a wing of Rashtrapati Bhavan. All others, 

including the best and brightest young economists, were scattered around in “wartime 

abominations” dotting Lutyens’ Delhi (some of them still exist.) Eventually, however, the 

Yojana Bhavan was built. 

From an early stage, I discovered that at the bureaucratic level the moving spirit in the Planning 

Commission was Tarlok Singh, a firm believer in planned development and social change and a 

man with impeccable manners. To call him a workaholic would be a gross understatement. No 

wonder then that after the first general election, when the Lower House was renamed the Lok 

Sabha, by common consent, the Planning Commission began to be called “Tarlok Sabha”. Singh 

spent the rest of his career in service of the Planning Commission. By the time he had risen to the 

rank of additional secretary, he was elevated to the Commission’s membership. Another 

distinguished functionary so honoured was Pitambar Pant, one of the many brilliant economists 

serving the Commission who headed its Perspective Planning Division. He could be a hard 

taskmaster, simply by working harder than any of his colleagues. 

The First Five-Year Plan began in 1951, although the final plan document wasn’t ready until two 

years later. In the words of I.G. Patel, who held every high economic office and was economic 

advisor to the Planning Commission almost permanently, the first plan was “like the 

Mahabharata: there is nothing in the Indian economy which does not find a reflection in the plan, 

and there in nothing in the plan which is also not found in Indian reality. It was natural that the 

first exercise in planned development should be a sort of reconnaissance trip…” 

The great excitement, even high drama, began with the formulation of the Second Five-Year 

Plan, because the task was basically assigned to P.C. Mahalanobis, a man of formidable 

intelligence with charm to match. He was the founder-director of the Indian Statistical Institute 

in Calcutta, respected across the world. At home, however, he had several critics. Before 

finalising the framework of the second plan, he had travelled abroad and invited many of the 

world’s top economists, such as Jan Tinbergen, Ragnar Frisch, Joan Robinson, Gunnar Myrdal, 

J.K. Galbraith and Oscar Lange, to name only a few. At a later date, the US’s ruling 

establishment, in response to an Indian request, sent Milton Friedman to advise us. It is 

impossible to improve upon what Galbraith had to say about this: “It is like asking the Holy 

Father to advise India on contraception.” 

The Mahalanobis model, placing great emphasis on the capital goods industry in the public 

sector, is ridiculed these days. But at that time, a panel of 24 eminent Indian economists 

endorsed it, with the solitary exception of B.R. Shenoy. The second plan did run into difficulty 



because of a massive foreign exchange crisis. It had to be pruned and foreign aid sought 

assiduously. This task was performed admirably by B.K. Nehru. 

The Third Five-Year Plan was interrupted by the 1965 India-Pakistan War and by the deep 

struggle for power within the Congress party, even after Indira Gandhi’s succession to Lal 

Bahadur Shastri. In 1967, when Morarji Desai became deputy prime minister in Gandhi’s 

cabinet, he persuaded her to appoint one of the most respected professors of economics, D.R. 

Gadgil, vice chairman of the Planning Commission. Shortly after sacking Desai in 1969, she 

forced Gadgil to quit too. He left Delhi for Bombay by train the day after resigning. He was not 

well and even fainted at the railway station, but insisted on leaving. Sadly, he never reached 

Bombay but died during the journey, with only his wife by his side. This was also the beginning 

of the Planning Commission’s decline and fall. 

The writer is a Delhi-based political commentator 

  



2. Telecom Commission Likely to Meet in Mid-October 

Press Trust of India | Updated On: September 25, 2014 20:46 (IST) 

New Delhi: The Telecom Commission is likely to discuss in the middle of next month key 

pending issues like spectrum auction, full mobile number portability (MNP) and spectrum 

sharing and trading rules. 

"We are looking for dates around of mid of October," a Department of Telecom official told PTI. 

 The last meeting of the inter-ministerial panel was held on June 13. 

The working group at DoT on spectrum auction is likely to conclude its study around first week 

of October after which it will be placed before the Telecom Commission which comprises 

members from DoT, Department of Electronics and IT, Planning Commission, Finance 

Ministry and Department of Industrial Policy and Promotion (DIPP). 

The Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) has already given its final view on issues 

that were raised with respect to full MNP - a service which will allow mobile subscribers to 

change their operator in any part of the country while retaining their number. At present, a 

subscriber can avail such facility within same telecom service circle. 

 The telecom regulator has also given its recommendation with respect to auction of CDMA 

spectrum (800 Mhz band) and is working on recommendation for radio waves in 900 Mhz and 

1800 Mhz bands which at present are used for GSM services by telecom operators like Airtel, 

Vodafone, Idea Cellular, Videocon etc. 

 TRAI has also given its recommendation for spectrum sharing and trading. These two proposals 

are aimed at facilitating telecom operators to get spectrum through a business deal from other 

telecom operator without having to wait for allocation from the government. 

 After Supreme Court verdict that cancelled 122 2G licences, government has been allocating 

spectrum through auction only. 

The inter-ministerial panel will also review status of national optical fibre network which aims to 

connect 2.5 lakh village panchayats with high speed broadband by March 2017.  



3. Catalysing ‘Make in India’  

Business Line: 26.09.2014, ANANT GUPTA  

 
 

Representatives of top manufacturers from across the world flew into the capital yesterday to 

witness the launch of the ‘Make in India’ campaign by Prime Minister Narendra Modi. I believe 

they were here because the ‘Make in India’ campaign is an idea whose time has come. 

Historically, India has been associated in a majority of the market segments with “low-end 

products, unreliable delivery and uncertain pricing.” The services sector has taken great strides 

ahead, but manufacturing is lagging far behind. Right? Wrong! A quiet transformation has been 

taking place in our manufacturing sector too.  

Impressive quality 

Here’s a fact that might come as a surprise to you. The Deming Prize, considered one of the most 

reputed awards worldwide on Total Quality Management, remained elusive to India until 1996.  

However, a look at the distribution of winning organisations since 2000 shows India at the top 

with an impressive tally of 20 prizes, followed by Japan and Thailand. This is no isolated 

instance.  

India, infamous for low labour productivity, ranks at No.4 in the 2013 Global Manufacturing 

Competitiveness Index by Deloitte, higher than Japan, Singapore, Canada and even South Korea. 

In fact, on a five-year perspective it is perched right next to China at the No.2 spot ahead of 

Germany and the US too!  



Cited among its significant competitive advantages are a strong talent pool in the areas of 

science, technology and research, in conjunction with some of the lowest labour rates in the 

world that would positively impact its ability to conduct cost-efficient research and development. 

This is where I’d like to clarify my interpretation of the ‘Make in India’ campaign. In supply 

chain parlance, the term ‘make’ comprises of two distinct elements: ‘design’ and ‘manufacture’. 

It is when the two come together that they create a compelling competitive advantage; an 

advantage that India possesses in great measure. 

Design matters 

While ‘manufacture’ is associated more with the infrastructure and process of conversion of raw 

material into finished products, most of the innovation and intellectual value addition resides in 

the ‘design’ of the product. While manufacturing gains a lot of attention and focus from policy 

makers, it is actually the design that can catalyse manufacturing on a large scale.  

Irrespective of whether a product is a part of the most advanced next generation aerospace 

mission, or simply a mobile phone to be used by millions of consumers — its development needs 

an extensive set of activities to make it worthwhile. These include market research, 

conceptualisation, design, prototyping, testing, compliance and certification for new product 

introduction.  

Further, a sophisticated product needs capabilities across industrial design, chip design, 

electronics design, structural and mechanical engineering, embedded and software development 

to deliver a breakthrough, relevant for the respective industries. Clubbed into the non-recurring 

engineering costs, it may be about 20-30 per cent of the initial investment, depending upon the 

industry.  

Also, with the Brics market segment emerging as a significant consumer of products, there is a 

need to engineer and reengineer products specific to these markets. For this, we will need to 

adopt frugal engineering and reverse innovation practices. 

It is due to this fast changing market dynamic, along with the abundant availability of 

engineering talent in India, that we have become a global engineering and design hub.  

According to Nasscom, India exported engineering and R&D services worth of $12.4 billion in 

2013-14, which is growing consistently.  

Some of the world’s largest technology and manufacturing companies have set up their global 

innovation centres in India and are playing a crucial role in this growth journey. Indian IT and 

engineering services companies too have been contributing in a large way to this increase in 

exported R&D.  



This leadership in pre-manufacturing capabilities can be leveraged, if supplemented with a 

conducive business environment and related infrastructure, to create a complete ecosystem for 

manufacturing industry to India.  

This will not only attract the much needed FDI in this sector, but also the latest technologies, 

best global practices and employment opportunities.  

In terms of impediments, there are some policy and infrastructural issues to be taken care of on 

priority. One issue has been around the offset policy, mandatory for foreign aerospace and 

defence companies, selling equipment to the Indian government.  

Currently, only hardware and components can form part of the offset obligation while software 

and engineering services are not counted.  

Engineering and R&D services procured from Indian companies can certainly offload some of 

the offset obligations of MNCs.  

Another example is of procurement of components or services in SEZs. While SEZs have given 

phenomenal impetus to the growth of the software industry, there are several constraints in the 

current policies to carry out new product introduction (NPI) activities. 

NPI activities do need flexible and fast import and export of materials and components and 

policies can be tuned to include these needs. With this, SEZs can go a long way in 

complementing manufacturing clusters in different parts of India. 

Finally, we need an aggressive push to bolster a robust ecosystem of allied infrastructure for 

manufacturing. There is a need to promote and incentivise tooling and production of raw 

materials.  

Big designs 

The ability to have a quick turnaround for development of tools and cost effective, high-end 

electronic printed circuit boards etc. can easily jumpstart manufacturing. Additionally, since 

semiconductors and plastics form a significant part of the supply chain, the setup of 

semiconductor fabs in India can also catalyse creation of a thriving electronics value chain. 

According to a World Economic Forum report titled ‘The Future of Manufacturing’, the three 

most critical factors shaping the future of competition between countries and companies are: 

human capital and talent development; strategic use of public policy; and innovation and 

technology advancement. 

The first two are well in place in the ‘Make in India’ campaign. With R&D woven into the mix, 

the ecosystem will be complete to catalyse Indian manufacturing on to the global big league.  

The writer is the CEO of HCL Technologies 



4. Will the ‘Jan’ get their ‘Dhan’?  

The Business Line: 26.09.2014AKANSHA YADAV / SOWMYA KIDAMBI  

 

Opening bank accounts in rural areas is all very well, but biometric frauds are a serious 

possibility  

The ambitious Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana (PMJDY) aims at bringing millions of rural 

Indians within the financial mainstream by opening bank accounts. In 2006, the Reserve of India, 

recognising that a majority of rural Indians had little or no access to banking services, allowed 

banks to use third-party, non-bank agents to extend their services right to people’s doorsteps.  

It recently issued draft guidelines for those seeking a license to set up a payments or small banks 

as part of its efforts to expand banking services to more households.  

While these are welcome steps, it would be prudent to look at the existing experiences of 

beneficiaries and service providers with respect to large-scale social schemes such as 

MGNREGA and Social Security Pensions, including those through bank accounts. In 2013-14 

alone, unpaid wages under MNREGA amounted to ₹4,800 crore (according to the official data).  

Banking correspondents (BCs) and branch post masters (BPMs) who work as extensions of 

banks and post offices respectively, provide banking services, particularly cash.  

While these third parties have been envisaged to function as an ultra small branch, their lack of 

financial discipline, record maintenance and capacity to disburse wages on a large scale brings in 

opportunities for deviation, as seen in social audits in Andhra Pradesh.  



Thecashgap 
 

In a regular banking set-up, reconciliation of accounts occurs on a daily basis; post offices keep 

track of cash flow through passbooks. But here, BCs and BPMs withdraw the requisite amount 

from the banks and carry huge volumes of cash in bags to distribute to the beneficiaries.  

The cash remains idle with them in their homes until it is dispensed. There have been cases of 

people running away with the money or faking burglaries.  

Wage-seekers have consistently reported that they are sometimes not paid for weeks and months. 

The BCs, CSPs (community service providers) and VOs (village organisations) keep deferring 

payment, saying the cash has not arrived, and often pay less than the entitlement.  

Thus, despite money being credited to the bank accounts of the beneficiaries, the core challenges 

remain. Cash payments have been replaced by biometric payments. Often the biometric system 

does not offer a match or recognise the fingerprints of the wage-seekers as their fingers are 

calloused due to rigorous manual labour. In such cases, people are either turned away or manual 

override is exercised through a one-time password (OTP) and another layer of human 

intervention is added to disburse wages.  

Plainmanipulation 
 

There have also been cases of service providers who manipulate the system to pocket money by 

taking authentication on the point of sale (POS) machines from the wage-seekers, but making 

excuses such as lack of mobile connectivity or unavailability of cash.  

Or they take multiple fingerprints claiming the system has not registered the same, hence 

avoiding payment.  

In reality, once the fingerprint has been taken, authentication gets done and the system shows 

payment as completed. Both banks and the postal department use fingerprint authentication to 

acknowledge payments have been made; yet they simultaneously refuse to accept that the 

labourer has been cheated. There is also a practice of taking single biometric authentication for 

multiple weeks of payments. This makes it impossible for the labourers who are unlettered to 

understand how many weeks of payment they are receiving or are supposed to receive.  

Opening bank accounts does not guarantee that the money will reach the beneficiaries. 

Therefore, the issue of that last mile delivery needs to be addressed.  

Governor Raghuram Rajan should shift the focus from merely distribution of currency to 

monitoring whether payment agencies are delivering and holding them accountable. To give 

‘jan-dhan’ real meaning, the payment system should be made more transparent, accountable and 

robust, which factors in grassroots issues.  

The writers are with the Society for Social Audit, Accountability & Transparency, governments 

of Andhra Pradesh and Telangana  



5. Regulatory infrastructure is important for India to achieve growth, says 

Sunil Mehta 

The Economic Times: 25.09.2014 

  

(To maximise the benefits…) 

Mr Prime Minister, 

As you undertake your trip to meet President Obama, there must be a host of strategic objectives 

you would like to accomplish on your visit. Robust global and domestic regulatory infrastructure 

is of paramount importance for India to achieve its targeted uninterrupted growth. 

Global financial markets have evolved at a rapid pace over the last several decades. Regrettably, 

many governments failed to keep pace and develop a regulatory and supervision infrastructure. 

The 2008 global financial crisis revealed for the first time the fragility of our financial 

supervision and the strain on governments and regulators to manage a crisis of this nature. It also 

exposed the cracks between different regulatory bodies and the lack of coordination between 

banking, insurance, securities and pension authorities, both nationally and trans-nationally. 

This prompted governments, individually and collectively under G20, to undertake a 

fundamental reform of the global financial system with the objectives to correct fault lines that 

led to a crisis of this magnitude. In recent years, there has been considerable progress to develop 

and coordinate a comprehensive framework of reforms. To maximise the benefits of an open, 

integrated global financial system, there was an urgent need to rebuild a system that evolves with 

the global economy to support sustainable and balanced growth across G20. 

The 2013 report prepared by the Financial Sector Legislative Reforms Commission (FSLRC) 

succinctly captures the challenges facing Indian regulatory institutions. It highlights the dire need 

http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/topic/Prime%20Minister
http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/topic/regulatory%20infrastructure
http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/topic/growth
http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/photo/43381400.cms


of building our institutional capacity. The report also recognises India's position in the global 

economic milieu and its ability to navigate strong currents generated by forces of financial 

globalisation. 

It's time an International Institute for Regulatory Development (IIRD) be established where 

regulators, global institutions, multilaterals and governments can collectively assess risks arising 

globally and locally from excessive leverage, poor valuations and liquidity mismatches. Unless 

we continuously enhance skills of global regulators to enable them to develop financial markets 

in a calibrated manner and provide effective and efficient supervision, we could end up in a 

catastrophicsituationonceagain. 

Our regulatory institutions require high quality research in subjects that they directly oversee and 

other allied areas which impact the development of respective markets. Currently, research 

relating to sectoral financial markets is undertaken by respective regulatory bodies. However, 

there are significant overlaps of policy and instrumentality emanating from these regulatory 

bodies that impact markets. Instead of each regulatory authority having a separate R&D institute, 

it is critical to develop a common platform that provides economies of scale for quality research 

and risk assessment. 

Mr Prime Minister, you have often articulated your vision for skill development as a prerequisite 

for India's long-term growth. Your foreign policy is also aligned to collaborate with key global 

strategic allies in building long-term institutional partnerships. In America, there will be several 

bilateral priorities covering tactical and strategic possibilities. Jointly reinventing our regulatory 

infrastructure could be one such strategic initiative which both India and the US could take a lead 

in and subsequently expand to a major G20 enterprise. 

Your initiative to launch an IIRD can lead to a much-required overarching global cooperation 

covering financial markets with tremendous potential for regulatory partnerships in environment, 

energy and telecommunications among other sectors. Such an institute has the potential to be a 

game changer for a more comprehensive understanding of national and trans-national market 

developments and concurrent regulations. President Obama and you have an opportunity to be 

originators of this strategic partnership. 

(The writer is former CEO, AIG India) 
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