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The straight and narrow
Roy chats with Arup Roychoudhury about his life, his views
on the slowdown and on economic policies in general
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and short-term. It is not a matter of pleasure for me, when on the 1 st of February
(today), the finance minister will rise to
present yet another annual Budget. Sure,
there will be some medium-term documentation which has no connection or relevance with the actual Budget,” he says
adding that there is “no political will to

think medium-term”.
The fact is, Roy has long been a proponent of a credible medium-term budgeting
framework, most clearly through his work in
the FRBM panel during the Modi government’s first term. While he is a supporter of
the FRBM Act and its emphasis on the medium-term fiscal deficit target of 3 per cent of
GDP, he is disappointed that Budget-makers
don’t take it as seriously as they should.
After the 2019-20 Budget was presented in
July, Roy, who was then a member of EACPM, was one of those who vociferously criticised the now dead proposal to issue overseas
sovereign bonds, and also said that India was
staring at a “silent fiscal crisis”. This was
because although the provisional actual revenue and expenditure numbers for 2018-19
were available, the finance ministry had
based its FY20 numbers on revised estimates
of FY19. This led to what Roy calls a ~1.6 trillion hole in the Budget. “What it pointed to
me was a terrible incompetence on the part of
the then Budget administration,” he says.
“None of these have consequences for
bureaucracy. This is a system unwilling to
accept greater accountability,” he says.
“When it is business as usual, one can
perhaps get away with not revealing the
true picture of the fiscal situation. But
in times of stress we cannot afford that.
The lack of transparency promotes lack of
accountability.”
In October, the EAC-PM was reconstituted, and Roy and economist Shamika Ravi of
Brookings Institution were not retained. It is
widely believed that was a result of their criticism of the finance ministry.
So, is the Modi government averse to
good advice? “It is getting the advice it
seeks. This means it got advice from me
when it sought it, and now it is seeking
advice from those it is seeking from
now.” Roy is quick to point out that this
phenomenon is not restricted to only
the Modi government. He is a supporter
of some of the steps taken by the current
dispensation, such as the implementation of the goods and service tax, the
Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code, and the
stress on budgetary discipline in the early
years of this government.
However, just like previous administrations, there is a lack of comprehensive thinking to carry out structural reforms. “Even
without major reforms, with a business as
usual scenario, and with current inflation
trends, we should be clocking around 11-12
per cent nominal growth. That is not happening and is a source of worry,” he says.
So what next for Rathin Roy?
“I came back to this country because I am
a patriot. I believe egalitarianism only comes
in when people participate in making the
economy grow. The rest of my life will be
devoted here. I am back for good. I have no
plans of moving abroad again,” he says, as we
finish what has been a fantastic, and, quite
frankly, a ridiculously inexpensive meal.

