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T
he National Statistical Office last Friday released its provisional esti-
mates of gross domestic product (GDP) for the fiscal year 2019-20, as 
well as its quarterly estimates of GDP for the last quarter, January-
March, 2019-20. The headline estimate, for the year 2019-20, is low by 

Indian standards but not as low as many feared: Growth in 2019-20 at constant 
prices would be, according to the statisticians, 4.2 per cent, as distinct from the 
over 6 per cent growth registered in 2018-19. The slowing in nominal GDP growth 
is even sharper. 

The quarterly numbers were being carefully watched to see what the impact 
of the novel coronavirus pandemic would be. Given that the nationwide lockdown 
was announced only towards the end of March, that itself would not impact the 
numbers enormously; but state-level lockdowns had begun to be imposed a 
little earlier, and of course the pandemic had already begun to affect supply 
chains by then, particularly those that relied on China. The index of industrial 
production in March 2020 had contracted almost 17 per cent year on year, after 
small expansions in the previous months. Given these concerns, the last quarter’s 
GDP growth of 3.1 per cent was not a surprise. Overall, these numbers would 
suggest that the immediate effect of the pandemic on India’s economy is not as 
worrisome as elsewhere. 

Yet jumping to that conclusion would be a mistake. There are several points 
to be noted. First, the impact of the stringent national lockdown will really be 
evident in the numbers for the April to June 2020 quarter. Second, there are 
considerable statistical questions to be asked about the last quarter’s numbers, 
which might lead to large downward revisions in the estimates in the near future 
— senior government statisticians have said as much explicitly. Furthermore, it 
is clear that the pandemic hit an economy that was already showing distinct 
signs of weakness and a slowdown. In particular, gross fixed capital formation 
(GFCF) has been in crisis over the 2019-20 fiscal year, shrinking in several quarters. 
Without investment there can be no growth. Government spending has primed 
the growth pump in recent years, but it is running out of fiscal headroom now. 
Recovery from Covid-19 is therefore doubly difficult, as the economy is structurally 
weak at the moment and the government is already resource-constrained. 

The short-term outlook for the economy depends upon the pace and nature 
of the re-opening. Even China is still operating at about 90 per cent after ending 
its strict lockdown; there is every expectation that economic activity will be at a 
lower level during the course of the pandemic. Thus a snap-back to previous 
levels of production — a V-shaped recovery — might be too much to expect. 
Aside from the course of the pandemic, however, there are other considerations 
when it comes to the longer-term outlook. High among them is whether the 
government carries through on its promise of structural reform, which could 
attract investment, particularly to manufacturing. Given the banking crisis and 
the strains on public finance, foreign investment in productive assets in India 
becomes a necessity for stability and recovery. Given that the long-term slowdown 
of the economy has now been exacerbated by the pandemic, there is no alternative 
to painful structural reform.

Unlocking India
Reopening essential; time for awareness campaigns

T
he government on Saturday issued further instructions on the national 
lockdown, which has been in effect with various levels of stringency 
since the end of March. The salient issue is that, with effect from June 
8, most restrictions in areas outside designated containment zones 

for the coronavirus will be lifted, and many normal activities will be permitted. 
These include hospitality services and shopping malls. Importantly, the Centre 
has advised that there should be “unrestricted” inter-state movements of persons 
and goods; however, this will be subject to state government decisions. Giving 
power where it is due is a welcome move in a structurally diverse country such 
as India. So all states need not unlock in the same manner or at the same rate. 
There should only be transparent agreements on key metrics so that the scope 
for political brownie points is minimised. 

Giving consideration to livelihood and economic sustainability was overdue, 
and it is welcome that good sense has prevailed in this respect. However, questions 
can and will be asked about timing, nevertheless, and on how the policymakers’ 
calculations may have changed. After all, India now has 173,000 cases and over 
5,000 deaths. Further, the daily rate of increase in confirmed cases continues to 
set records. About 8,000 were registered on the very day of the government’s 
notification, Saturday — another new record in terms of single-day increases. 
The government needs to be more open about its strategy to live with the pan-
demic. Clearly activity cannot return to the pre-virus “normal”, given that some 
form of social distancing will continue to be imposed. Already in areas that have 
a concentration of Covid-19 cases — Mumbai city in particular — are suffering 
some strain on hospital facilities. The original argument that this strain cannot 
in any way be allowed to spread to areas of India under-served by tertiary care 
continues to apply. 

In effect, the responsibility has now been passed to state governments and 
district administrations to identify localities that host outbreaks, declare them 
containment zones, and put in place the restrictions on movement into and out 
of them. They will also have to determine the regulations underlying the resump-
tion of normal life. But the fact is that without sufficient testing this continues to 
be a tough ask. Testing in India remains at an abysmally low level — 2,500 tests 
per million, one explanation of why the detected case rate in India is also so low. 
The reason for the lockdown was partly to put in place mechanisms for dealing 
with the pandemic, including expanding testing facilities. The government 
should now explain whether testing levels are in fact satisfactory and as envisioned 
at the start of the lockdown, and how those fit into its broader strategy to contain 
virus breakouts.  

State governments must now rise to the occasion, and put in place granular 
and well-publicised control measures. As the public returns to the streets and 
mingles in workplaces, constant reminders of the danger and education about 
the nature of the virus’ spread in vernacular languages and innovative ways are 
a must. The period of strict control is clearly at an end; now India moves to a 
period which depends upon community and individual co-operation and data 
collection and analysis. This will strain state capacity, but there may be no option.
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GDP data shows virus hit an already weakened economy 

Slowdown, then pandemic
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In our current contagion — 
biological and political viruses, 
rampant — a terrible question, 

unimaginable since the Civil War, has 
emerged: Are we in danger of a crisis 
that will shatter our brilliant 
experiment in self-government? And, if 
so, what can we do about it? The Atlantic 
writer David Frum is well situated to 
consider these questions and in 
Trumpocalypse — a dreadful title for a 
serious book — he gives it his best shot. 

Mr Frum is a former neoconser -
vative, a long-time pillar of the 
Republican Party’s intellectual elite 
who was shocked to learn in 2016 that 

the Republican Party no longer had an 
intellectual elite. “I came of age inside 
the conservative movement of the 20th 
century,” he writes in a new, post-
coronavirus introduction. “In the 21st, 
that movement has delivered much 
more harm than good, from the Iraq 
war to the financial crisis to the  
Trump presidency.” 

Donald Trump’s victory was 
devastating for people like Mr Frum. 
The more enlightened of them went 
back to first things and wondered what 
had gone wrong. By tacitly supporting 
Richard Nixon’s Southern strategy, had 
they been accomplices to the racial 
tribalisation of American politics? By 
coddling anti-science evangelicals, had 
they taken the wrong side on issues 
ranging from “creationism” to climate 
change? By pushing for a bellicose 
crusade — yes, “crusade” is the proper 
word — in the Middle East, had they 
destroyed America’s credibility in the 
world? By denigrating almost every 
aspect of the federal government, had 

they helped destroy the public trust? 
These are the questions that impelled 
the writing of Trumpocalypse. 

Trumpocalypse is divided into two 
parts. The first is a brutal takedown of 
Donald Trump. “President Donald J 
Trump did not start the pandemic of 
course,” he writes in the new 
introduction. “But at every step of the 
way, Trump has acted as if guided by 
one rule: ‘How can I make this  
trauma worse?’”  

Trump’s tribal 
appeal has 
exacerbated a 
structural defect in 
our Constitution, 
the overrepresen -
tation of rural 
America, a region 
slipping farther 
away culturally and 
economically from 
dynamic urban 
centres. There is a strong chance that if 
Trump wins in 2020, he will do so, again, 
with a minority of the popular vote, but 
a majority of the Electoral College. Is it 
possible, Mr Frum wonders, that this 
will be the new American electoral 

reality? If so, the Constitution itself will 
look “ever less credible.” And as the 
United States becomes an increasingly 
polychromatic nation, Republicans 
may begin to argue that “with the 
country composed of the wrong  
kind of majorities demographically, it 
cannot be governed by majority  
rule electorally.” 

Happily, Mr Frum remains a small-c 
conservative, not a radical. The 

solutions he 
proposes in the 
second half of 
Trumpocalypse  
are bold but not 
wild-eyed. His 
boldest proposal 
involves policy, 
not governmental 
structure, and it 
goes back to the 
notion that too 

many Americans — 
Trump supporters, mostly — see 
government benefits going to the 
“wrong” people. He proposes a 
political trade: a severe tightening of 
immigration rules in return for the 
passage of much-needed social and 

climate legislation — a comprehensive 
national health care system, a carbon 
tax (that would include products 
imported from polluters like China and 
India). “If Democrats want to 
perpetuate their health care reforms, 
they must do a better job of solidifying 
a sense of national belonging. If 
Republicans want to safeguard the 
border, they must offer a better deal to 
those living on that border’s  
American side.” 

This would be a difficult pill to 
swallow for those of us who believe that 
our immigrant heritage is truly what has 
made America exceptional. But Mr 
Frum builds his case carefully. 
Immigration has always been tangled 
up in our “tortured racial history.” A 
century ago, Jews and Italians were the 
non-white interlopers; it took 
generations for them to be seen as “us.” 
It is possible, he observes, that stopping 
the human flow from Eastern Europe, 
and creating a more homogeneous 
America, made it easier for Franklin 
Roosevelt and Lyndon Johnson to pass 
their enormous social programs.” It may 
be no accident that at the very moment 
President Johnson was passing the 1965 

Voting Rights Act, Medicare and 
Medicaid, he also signed an 
immigration law that loosened the 1924 
strictures and, arguably, set us on the 
path to toxic hyperpartisanship. Mr 
Frum is careful not to attribute  
everything to this dilemma. Still, Mr 
Frum’s proposal seems prescient: 
Covid-19 may have pushed the national 
mood toward the deal he posits  — a 
stronger health care system and 
stronger borders. 

There is a problem with basing a 
national restoration of civility in a 
policy proposal. Tribal identity may be 
a stronger force than ideology in 
politics. To my mind, the only 
government programme that can 
mitigate tribalism is a robust form of 
national service. The US military has 
no equal when it comes to creating a 
sense of “us.” Mr Frum doesn’t address 
this, which is a shame. But he has done 
something crucial: He has recognised 
that a new national conversation is 
coming, and, with Trumpocalypse,  
he has provided a thoughtful way to 
start it. 
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While the lockdowns are easing, the pan-
demic is not. How should health policy 
play for the coming year? In public health, 

the key gap is the population-scale measurement, 
which will generate better private decisions, and 
also help the decentralised process of evolving 
social distancing rules. A large expansion of health 
care capacity is prudent. This requires a wise 
engagement with private health care firms, which 
are under great stress today. 

India started out in late 
March with what has been 
described as the world's most 
comprehensive lockdown. 
From mid-April, a pragmatic 
process of easing restrictions 
has begun. The employment 
rate, which was at 40 per cent 
in February-end, and had 
dropped to 26 per cent in mid-
April, is back to 29 per cent. It 
is expected that this will recov-
er further in the coming 
weeks. There is an unmistak-
able sense of moving towards 
normalcy in everyday life. 

At the same time, the pandemic is still with us. 
The data on infections and deaths has many prob-
lems, and we should be cautious about using this. 
The data does, however, suggest that a large number 
of persons in India are infected and that the pan-
demic is spreading. Simplistic multiplication of 
age-specific infection fatality rates, applied to the 
Indian population, yields large values. 

Looking forward, a risk management approach 
is useful. We don't know that there will be a bad 

outcome, but there is a possibility of a bad outcome, 
and that bad scenario is sufficiently bad to justify 
effort today in forestalling it. Hence, we should be 
willing to undertake large-scale efforts on health 
policy starting today, in order to fare better if the 
bulk of the pandemic lies in the next one year. 

Health policy consists of two prongs, prevention 
(i.e. public health) and cure (i.e. health care). On 
prevention, the standard methods of isolation and 
social distancing have not worked too well, with 

the possible exceptions of 
Kerala and Tamil Nadu. 

How can public health do 
better? We should undertake 
decentralised work, at cities 
and districts, to measure the 
state of the population using 
polymerase chain reaction 
(PCR) and antibody testing. 
Where has the disease reached 
so far? What kind of people 
have developed immunity? 
How far are we from herd 
immunity? This measurement 
needs to take place, one sub-
urb and one village at a time. 

Why are these facts useful? First, when each 
individual is presented with salient information 
(the share of antibody-positive people, and infected 
people, in my neighbourhood) and the character-
istics of people who have got the disease, each per-
son will make better decisions on how to modify 
everyday life. Second, each community will use this 
data to make better local decisions about the activ-
ities that can be safely restarted. Better decisions 
at the level of each individual and each community 

will slow down the epidemic. 
Despite the best decisions by individuals and 

neighbourhoods, the disease will spread, and there 
is a possibility that much more capacity will be 
required in health care. Much more needs to be 
done to gear up in terms of establishing greater 
health care capacity. 

The bulk of health care in India is private. Hence, 
we require the Indian private health care sector to 
be working at full swing, looking for ways to achieve 
much larger capacity, fighting a health care problem 
of epic proportions. 

Unfortunately, the Indian private health care 
sector is facing severe difficulties. Some health care 
workers have retreated from their work. Patients 
are postponing their health care requirements 
owing to a fear of infection. The decline in revenues 
has created financial stress in many health care 
firms. While the ambition of health care policy 
should be to increase capacity for the simple sup-
portive care that is required for Covid-19, what we 
have is degraded capacity through the combination 
of finance and human resource (HR) crises. 

State organisations have occasionally wielded 
coercive power and commandeered private health 
care facilities. This approach will disappoint for 
three reasons. First, there is much more to an airline 
than the hardware, the aircraft. There is much more 
to a hospital than physical infrastructure and med-
ical equipment: A hospital is a complex web of infor-
mation and incentives. If a state agency seizes con-
trol of the physical facility, the organisational 
capability could melt away, particularly given the 
finance and HR crises that these organisations face. 
Second, the health care capacity required in India 
for a gloomy scenario does not exist today, and the 
only people who have the management capacity to 
rapidly build and operate large new facilities are in 
the private sector. But state coercion will not elicit 
their energy and passion. Third, each act of expro-
priation sends a wrong message to the private sector; 
it diminishes the commitment of private persons to 
build organisations in India for the coming decades. 

How can we do better? Health care policy needs 
to recognise that 70 per cent of health care in India 
is done by private firms. This vital sector is facing a 
crisis right now and needs help in overcoming this 
crisis. Policymakers need to understand and respect 
the pursuit for profit, by private health care firms, 
and give them the appropriate incentives to play 
the dominant role in a scenario where a surge in 
health care capacity is required. 

Local and state governments should invite vol-
untary participation by private health care firms to 
build new capacity for Covid-19 care. This requires 
sophistication on the part of the government in 
public financial management (PFM). The govern-
ment should pay a fixed cost at the commissioning 
date so that the private firm does not take traffic 
risk. These additional facilities would then be there 
for us, for the scenario of a large increase in hospi-
talisation for the coming year. 

This will call for financing. Back of the envelope 
calculations show that large resource flows will 
need to be organised, to pay private firms for testing 
and for health care. Fiscal planning is required, 
through which these resources reach the cities and 
the districts. 

The writer is a professor at National Institute of Public 
Finance and Policy, New Delhi

Health policy for 
the coming year
The priority for health policy is now a decentralised process  
for testing and engaging with private health care

Events are moving so fast in our world. It was 
just two weeks ago that I wrote how the eco-
nomic collapse because of Covid-19 had 

made the invisible visible. I wrote about the images 
of migrant labourers that haunt us, who made their 
way from villages to cities for jobs and are now 
walking back home because of job loss — often 
dying and collapsing with hunger. Since then, the 
migrant crisis has made its way into our homes; 
into our living rooms; and into our consciousness 
like never before. We have seen them; we have felt 
their pain; and we have wept 
when we heard how tired 
migrants sleeping on train 
tracks were crushed to death 
by an incoming train. 

But it is also important to 
note that their pain has not gone 
unnoticed — trains have been 
started to bring migrants back 
home. But as yet, all these 
efforts, including the move to 
provide free food to the return-
ing people, are still too little, too 
meagre, and almost seemingly 
reluctant. Much more needs to 
be done to take them home with 
dignity and to provide them the wherewithal to survive 
in the coming months.  

However, what we need to discuss now is not 
just the returning migrants but what this will mean 
for the future of work and the future of production 
— not just in India but across the world. So, what 
happens to work now — workers have returned 
home; they may come back as things improve or 
they may not. Already in Indian cities, we are getting 
news about how essential municipal services are 
affected without this workforce. We are getting news 
about the panic of builders — industry is finding 

that even when lockdowns are lifted, production 
needs workers. 

So, the value of their work — the worker who was 
until now dispensable and cheap — is being felt. 
These workers were kept in the worst conditions; 
sleeping and eating in hovels — inside the “sweat” 
factory that the world has come to know. There is 
no government housing or transport or any other 
such facility for industrial areas — factories are sup-
posed to produce and workers are supposed to find 
whatever means they can to survive. We know that 

people live cheek-to-jowl with 
industry — this makes them 
vulnerable to toxic gas leakages 
or pollution. But have we ever 
stopped to ask why these infor-
mal, illegal habitations are 
built — because there is no 
housing provided. But labour 
needs jobs; industry needs 
labour. But now labour  
has gone; some say they will 
never return. 

Work needs to be reimag-
ined. In areas where people will 
return, this is the great oppor-
tunity to renew rural 

economies and make them resilient. But this is not 
going to be easy. Just consider how, in the 1970s, 
when Maharashtra had the great famine looming 
and it feared massive unrest in its cities because of 
a rural exodus, one man, V S Page, a Gandhian, had 
come up with the scheme to keep people employed 
at their place of residence. This was the start of the 
Employment Guarantee Scheme (EGS), which mor-
phed into the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural 
Employment Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) many 
years later. But what we forget as this programme 
took the avatar of government rules is that it was a 

contract — between the rural and urban. 
Professionals in cities paid a tax, which went into 
the scheme meant to provide employment at home 
for villages. It was a win-win for both. What we also 
forget is the opportunity that this work provides to 
rebuild nature’s capital — through real and tangible 
assets of water, forests, grazing lands, horticulture, 
and investment in livelihoods. This is not to say that 
these words are not there in the government docu-
ment. All this is said, but there is little understanding 
of the intent or the opportunity. It is a tired scheme, 
meant to provide menial and back-breaking work 
during distress. 

We need new direction and leadership. We must 
stop seeing this as a scheme for breaking stones in 
the scorching sun. We must see this as the scheme 
for providing livelihoods for renewal — do all we 
can to build the rural economy, driven as it is through 
value addition in agriculture, dairy and forestry. It 
needs a new blueprint; a new compact between the 
rural and the urban.  

But this then brings me to the question of pro-
duction — India and all other countries of the world 
are desperate to re-start factories and re-build 
economies. The fact is that the global economy is 
built on cheap labour and by discounting environ-
ment protection — there is a cost to providing homes 
for workers; providing adequate living conditions and 
wages that would give people well-being. There is a 
cost to ensure that water and air and waste are not 
dumped, but treated and then disposed of. The rich 
did not want to pay this cost; they wanted cheap goods 
for consumption. That’s why production moved to 
China and other similar worlds, including ours. So, 
what happens now? Let’s keep discussing this.  

The writer is at the Centre for Science and Environment 
sunita@cseindia.org 
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