WWW. FINANCIALEAFRESS.COM

FINANCIAL EXPRESS

LEKHA
CHAKRABORTY

* Theauthor is professor, NIPFP. New Dehi

——

® DATA FUNDAMENTALISM

The rise of
data self-
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estimation is just one exercise of many
such empirical analysis using this CES
data.AsSomesh Tha of Business Standard
tweeted, “This will be the first time in
India’s history that an official survey
reportwill be scrapped without it being
made public”

Researchers and analysts have been
patientlywaiting for the release of the
2019 National Sample Survey Consump-
tion rounds—the CES data—to get the
marginal per capita eonsumption expen-
diture (MPCE) quintiledata to plausibly
update these estimates and examinethe
extentofinequalitiesin India Despite ts
methodological limitations, thisanalysis
wasallthe morecompelling at this point
in time, against the backdrop of ‘unin-
tended consequences’ of public policies
on economic growth—for instance,
demonetisation and the nebulous new
GST regimeinIndia. The Union Budget
2020 also hardly had anyeffective fiscal

verified when the data are released, there
areatleasttwo plausibleexplanations for
thisalarmingreversalforindia’s poar: the
demonetisation and the introduction of
the GST. Both transient shocks, but costy”

Ex post todemonetisation, India has
not conducted any impact analysis of
demonetisation for the lackof authentic
data.The data on‘household income’is
not available in India, so researchers have
been using MFCE of households as a
proxy for income in the analysis of
inequalities.Itisinteresting torecallhere
astudy ontheimpact of demonetisation
done by IMF Chief Economist Gita
Gopinath and her team using satellite
data of ‘nightlight intensity’ or luminos-
ityas a praxy for income. However, there
are constraints in interpreting the infer-
ences drawn from the satellite data

Nowwiththe withdrawal of the pre-
sent NSO CESrounds,we have to waitat
leasttill 2022 toget the MPCE data, and
it will be too late to analyse the effec-
tiveness of policies like demonetisation
and GST and to frame adequate
impulse response functions to the pub-
lic policy failures,if any, orto the extent
ofitsimpacts.

The leaked NSO data also revealed a
fall in the consumption of food items,
which has given a clearindication that
malnutrition can yet again be a silent
emergency in India.If we co-read this
datawithth i fi recentfirst-
ever Comprehensive Mational Mutrition
Survey (CNNS) of India 2019, the picture
will be clearer. Theanthropometric data
analysis from the recent comprehensive
nutrition survey revealed that, in India,
3504 of under-5 children are stunted,
17% are wasted, 33% are underweight.
“The triple burden of malnutrition—
undermutrition, hidden hunger and over-
weight—threatens the survival, growth
and development of children, young peo-
ple, economiesandnations,” highlighted
the report published by the health min-
istry in coordination with the UNICEE

Isthis thefirst time ‘data fundamen-
talism’ due to adverse inference hap-
pened in India? The answer to this ques-
tionis notintheaffirmative The dataon
back series of GDP calculated with the
revised ‘hase year'was removed from the
wehsiteof MoSPIa year agn. The reason,
officially mentioned, was the deficiency
in methodological advancements and
comparative data paucity.

Yet anather instance was the contro-
versy over the Periodic Labour Force Sur-
\'E}"%LFS) for2017-18.The leaked PIFS
inferences revealed the unemployment
rate in the country to be 6.1%, a four-
decade high. However, the government

censorship
thresholds

The lack of adequate frequency in the release of
Consumer Expenditure Survey data can spill over to the
baseyear revisions of GDP and in also measuring

inflation. The impact of public policies like
demonetisation and GST on the informal sector cannot
be analysed unless we have authentic expenditure data

HOMAS PIKETTY'S mag-

num opus ‘Capital in the

Twenty-First Century andhis

later works popularised the

notionofthe ‘top 1% income
quintile’ and estimated income inequal-
ity in the contextof India. Heused acom-
bination of incometax data and the Con-
sumer Expenditure Survey (CES) of the
national sample survey rounds data
(M5350) toarrive at these estimates and
triggered a debate on the rising income
inequalityin India.

The income tax data was released in
October 2019 by the Central Board of
Direct Taxes (CBDT). However, the Min-
istry of Statisticsand Programmelmple-
mentation (MoSPI) has decided “not to
release the CESresults of 2017-18"in
view of "data quality issues”in a state-
ment. It was alsc reported that the min-
istry is “separately examining the feasi-
bility of conducting the next CES in
2020-21 and 2021- 22 after incorporat-
ingall data quality refinements in the
survey process.” The income inequality
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announcements to trigger the economy | released boththe report andthe unit-level
from the enormous glut it isinto. data subsequently and it is uploaded in
This decision bythe government to | the MoSPIwebsite this vear.
scrap the data beforereleas- The lack of adequate
ing it has raised two con- frequency in the release of
cerns.Oneisthe'datafun- ™ e CESdatacan spill overinto
damentalism’and twois the By withdrawing the the base year revisions of
lack of highfrequency data current NSO CES GDPand inalsomeasuring
orthe quinguennial surveys inflation. The impact of
on crucial macrovariables  rounds, we have 1o public policies like demon-
toanalysethe economyand  waittill 2022 to get etisation and GST on the
the time lag involved in . informal sector cannot be
publishingthedata. :4 Pc:tdat‘:' $ Illyb. analysed unless we have
The data fundamental-  -OC @€ L0 ANAWSE  oyhanic CES data.
ismrelates to the suppres-  the effectiveness of The integrity of the
sion of data over‘adverse’  policies like GST,  national statistical system
inferences or inferior data. s is crucial for designing,
The flsaked) NSO conc.  SNTIODHEStion L tiining and cir.
sumption round report recting evidence-based

found that, in 2017-18,
consumer spendingfell for thefirst time
in more than four decades. As per the
‘leaked’ latest consumption expenditure
surveyby the National Statistical Office
(NS0), the average amount of money
spentbya personinamonth fellby3.7%,
from ¥1,501in 2011-12 to ¥1,446 in
2017-18in'real’ terms Technically, ‘real’
expenditure is nominal expenditure
minusinflation. Thereis an 8.8 Yo decline
inrural MPCE (manthly per capita expen-
diture)and a 2% decline inurban MPCE
This is serious as it has clear linkages to
the adverse impacts of demonetisation
and GST, but the government is still on
thedenial mode.

Martin Ravallion, an eminent macro

policy economist, has tweeted that, “If

public policy in India. With-
out data, anything said isjust another
‘opinion’ and it cannot bean analytical
input. And that is definitely not the way
public policies are judiciously framed.
The silver-lining isthe recent decision
made bythe government in constituting
anexpert committeeled by former Chief
Statistician Pronab Sen to conducting
fresh surveys on consumer expenditure
with revised methodologyfor FY 21 and
FY232. This survey will be crucial for
receiving the estimates on poverty and
inequality inIndia, even though one is
not sure about the quality of responses
against the backdrop of controversial
CAA/NRC decisions. The'self-censorship
threshold’ of people would definitely
affect the quality of data generated.
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