Keeping dry
Kerala’s floods show the need for governments

to strengthen resilience planning

he catastrophic impact of monsoon rainfall on
Tseveral districts of Kerala has come as a grim re-
minder that the vigil against unpredictable natu-
ral disasters must never be relaxed. More than three do-
zen people have died and an estimated 8,316 crore
worth of economic assets have been lost in the seasonal
rain, particularly over the past week. The gates of reser-
voirs in the Idukki system, a giant hydroelectric project,
and several other dams have been opened, inundating
riverside habitations downstream. At the peak of the
havoc, about 60,000 people whose dwellings suffered
damage were lodged in relief camps. In the northern
districts, damage to houses, roads and other structures
has occurred owing to landslips caused by incessant
showers. There is genuine concern that a temporary
respite in rainfall may be followed by another intense
downpour from nascent weather systems; the India Me-
teorological Department has forecast rain until August
17. Tt is to Kerala’s credit that the deluge has led not to a
partisan blame game over planning, relief and rehabil-
itation, but an all-round effort to look ahead and plan
for reconstruction. The Centre has done well to get a
first-hand estimate of the havoc from Home Minister
Rajnath Singh, although the initial announcement of
100 crore towards relief is incongruous with the scale
of the damage. Crucial support has come from the
armed forces as well to normalise the situation.
Kerala’s unusually heavy monsoon this year is in con-
trast to the long-period trend of rainfall. According to
an analysis of data on the monsoon between 1954 and
2003 by climate researchers at the University of Cam-
bridge, overall this part of the country had become
drier in summer, but with an emerging frequency of
destructive flash floods in rare events. This trend is ex-
pected to become stronger. This points to the need for
governments to strengthen their resilience planning. It
should begin with a programme to relocate people
away from hazard zones along the rivers that were in
spate in Kerala over the past week after the shutters of
more than two dozen dams were opened. Finding suit-
able land is, of course, a challenge in a populous, forest-
ed State, but it is an absolute necessity to prepare for
the future. It is reasonable to expect that with its effi-
cient primary health care network, Kerala will take all
measures necessary to avoid epidemics in the wake of
the floods. The spectacular disaster this year also un-
derscores the role of the government as the insurer of
last resort for the average citizen. In Mumbai last year,
for instance, those who had private household insu-
rance cover against disasters discovered the limitations
of such policies, since the companies were unwilling to
pay many home owners for a key risk such as costly dis-
placement from homes since the houses were not
structurally damaged. All States naturally look to Kera-
la, with its record of social development, for evolving
best practices to handle such natural disasters.

Huff and e-puff

Given conflicting claims about health effects,
India should tread cautiously on e-cigarettes

n a recent hearing on a public interest litigation in
Ithe Delhi High Court, the Delhi government said it

was planning to ban e-cigarettes. If it follows
through, the NCT will join States such as Karnataka and
Maharashtra in the ban. The Union Ministry of Health
and Family Welfare has taken a stand against e-ciga-
rettes. But is a ban the right approach to regulate this
technology, given that combustible cigarettes are freely
available across India? The controversy exists partly be-
cause it is a new and rapidly evolving technology. This
makes it hard for researchers to study the health ef-
fects. Still, the evidence so far indicates that e-cigarettes
are safer than combustible cigarettes. Because they
heat a liquid to generate a nicotine-containing aerosol,
instead of burning tobacco, they do not produce toxic
tars. That doesn’t mean they are completely safe. At
high temperatures, e-cigarettes produce carcinogens
such as formaldehyde, although these are fewer in
number compared to regular cigarettes. They also in-
crease the odds of lung disease and myocardial infarc-
tion, but to a lesser extent than normal cigarettes do.

In the American Annual Review of Public Health, in Ja-
nuary 2018 a group of researchers argued that e-ciga-
rettes must be viewed from a “harm minimisation” per-
spective. Given that combustible cigarettes are more
noxious than electronic ones, switching from the form-
er to the latter can only help addicts, they argued. Writ-
ing in the same journal issue, however, another group
of researchers advocated the precautionary principle.
Given that e-cigarettes are a young technology, they
said, it will take time to uncover their ill-effects. Already
we know some carcinogens in e-cigarettes have a non-li-
near effect on cancer. This means even the low doses in
e-cigarette aerosols can be carcinogenic if inhaled for
years. Recent surveys also show that e-cigarettes can
act as a gateway drug for young people. A 2011 study of
Korean adolescents found that e-cigarette users were
more likely to turn into regular smokers eventually.
Plus, 2004-2014 data from the U.S. National Youth To-
bacco Surveys suggest that young people at low risk of
taking up smoking are turning to e-cigarettes. Against
this background, India must tread carefully. Complete-
ly banning the technology, while selling normal ciga-
rettes, could take away a promising smoking-cessation
aid. A more pragmatic option would be to regulate e-ci-
garettes tightly, by creating standards for the aerosols
and banning underage and public use. This would leave
smokers with a therapeutic alternative, while protect-
ing youngsters from a gateway drug. Either way, con-
flicting evidence makes it a tough call for policymakers.
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Growth may pick up, but concerns remain

India may well clock the highest growth rate globally, but more is needed to create jobs and reduce poverty

C. RANGARAJAN

ith more than one quar-
ter of the year and two
months of the monsoon

over, it is time to take a look at
what the whole year is going to be
like. Are there signs of recovery? If
there are, are they robust? What
are the short- and medium-term
concerns of the country?

Sectoral trends

The monsoon has been somewhat
below expectations — the overall
rainfall deficiency was 3% (as of Ju-
ly 25). Though it may seem neglig-
ible, it has to be noted that there
were 11 meteorological divisions
(of a total of 36) which were defi-
cient. The area sown has come
down. Rice-producing Bihar, for
instance, has been severely affect-
ed. However, the monsoon can
pick up. There is no consensus on
the future behaviour of the mon-
soon. Agricultural growth may at
best be equal to what it was last
year — 3.4%.

The services sector may per-
form better because public expen-
diture will be maintained at a high
level. This is to be expected, as this
happens to be the year before the
elections. As for the industrial sec-
tor, we have data for the Index of
Industrial Production (IIP) for the
first quarter. They show substan-
tial improvement over the corres-
ponding period of the previous
year. It is important to remember
that the correlation between the
IIP and national income data on
manufacturing is poor. Some sec-
tors (automobiles and railway
freight traffic) in the first quarter

have done well. The combined re-
venues and profit of 370 large
companies have shown better per-
formance in the first quarter, even
though they are on a weak base.
The problems of the goods and
services tax (GST) may have been
largely overcome, but it is still a
work in progress. A pick-up in the
growth rate in the manufacturing
sector is likely.

Looking at the overall GDP, after
several quarters of low growth,
there was a strong pick-up in the
last quarter of 2017-18. If this mo-
mentum is maintained, the
growth rate (2018-19) will certainly
be above 7%. How much higher
above 7% will depend on a num-
ber of factors. International finan-
cial institutions have forecast a
growth rate of 7.3%. The Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) expects it to be
7.4%. However, we need to take
note of certain concerns that can
come in the way of faster growth.

External environment

The external environment is far
from reassuring. Trade wars have
already started and can get worse.
The U.S. has raised duties on sev-
eral products such as steel and alu-
minium, and on certain products
imported from China. In turn, Chi-
na has retaliated. India has also
been caught in this exchange. It is
difficult to forecast how much
worse this will become. Besides
these, there are country-specific
sanctions such as those against
Iran, which have a direct impact
on crude oil output and prices. In-
dia benefited from the fall in crude
prices earlier but this position has
reversed. There has been some lull
in crude prices. As a net importer,
India’s balance of payments can
take a beating if crude prices rise
again. India’s current account def-
icit was as low as 0.6% of GDP in
2016-17. It rose to 1.9% of GDP in
2017-18, mainly because of crude
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price rise. India’s trade deficit has
always remained high. In 2016-17,
the merchandise trade deficit was
4.8% and rose to 6% of GDP the
next year. The answer lies in rais-
ing our export growth which has
shown severe swings in recent
years. It is partly a reflection of
world trade. The fall in crude oil
prices had also affected our export
growth earlier. In 2017-18, India’s
export growth rate was 9.78%.
There is an inescapable need to
raise our export growth rate.

In this context, we need to en-
sure that the rupee does not ap-
preciate in real terms. Despite a
current account deficit, India’s ru-
pee had remained strong because
of capital flows. With a rising trade
deficit and some outflow of capi-
tal, the rupee has depreciated.
This is not unnatural. The RBI
should act only to ensure that the
adjustment is smooth and there
are no violent fluctuations. But
what is really important is to make
our exports competitive. The ex-
change rate is only one element.
Improved efficiency in production
and better infrastructure are
equally important. Maintenance
of domestic stability also plays a
key role. Over the medium term,
we need to search for an alterna-
tive fuel.

Reviving the banking system
The banking system continues to
be a source of concern. The RBI’s

Making lateral entry” work

How India can tap into new sources of leadership talent

% 5 .
e a el ;
m iy -L’?_' gt
RAJEEV VASUDEVA &
PALLAVI KATHURIA

ost CEOs are grappling
Mwith one particular chal-

lenge, irrespective of in-
dustry or geography: getting the
right leadership talent. Govern-
ments face this challenge too. The
Indian government has responded
to this challenge by taking the in-
itiative to invite executives from
beyond the ranks of the civil ser-
vice to apply for certain Joint Se-
cretary posts. While the idea clear-
ly has merit, success is not
automatically guaranteed. At Egon
Zehnder we have worked exten-
sively with governments around
the world on similar initiatives,
and have identified five elements
that increase the chances of suc-
cess.

Establish objective criteria:
The key decision makers involved
in making a senior appointment
rarely agree on what skills, quali-
ties and experiences the role re-
quires— and when they do, there is
no guarantee that the require-
ments agreed to are the ones that
are actually needed to be success-
ful. This is why the process must
begin with a real probing of the
position and its larger context. For

example, prior to one county’s na-
tional elections, we were asked to
establish the hiring criteria for 100
key governmental appointments.
We interviewed current and form-
er officeholders; mapped strategic
priorities; and factored in the cul-
tural differences between minis-
tries. The result: a foundational ta-
lent strategy that could be used by
whichever party won.

Having objective criteria also
gives decision makers confidence
that their appointments will be
able to stand up to public scrutiny
without fear of seeming biased to-
wards or against candidates for
caste, geography, political affilia-
tion or other considerations.

Target the talent you need:
Public announcements inviting
lateral entry applicants for open
government positions preserve
transparency but are not very ef-
fective recruiting strategies. Top
talent has many options outside of
public service. Government, the-
refore, cannot sit back and wait for
these candidates to present them-
selves. It must proactively identify
and approach executives with the
desired skills and experience. Pre-
cisely because the competition for
talent is so intense, most success-
ful corporations — even those re-
garded as highly desirable em-
ployers — follow this strategy. Very
often governments are reluctant to
follow suit so as to not appear to fa-
vour candidates. This is where the
objective criteria come in. The fact
that a given executive is ap-
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proached and encouraged to ap-
ply is no guarantee that he or she
will be appointed.

We worked with a freshly in-
stalled administration in Latin
America to build an extensive da-
tabase of hundreds of private sec-
tor leaders considered to have the
skills necessary to help fight the
country’s urgent economic and so-
cial challenges. These executives
were then proactively invited to
apply and added to the pool of
open application candidates. We
then assessed this expanded
group and recommended numer-
ous successful candidates to key
roles.

Look for potential to succeed
in this environment: Our work
with governments around the
world suggests that in addition to
the right motivation there are
three key personal traits that pred-
ict success of lateral hires in such
roles.

The first is resilience. Govern-
ment bureaucracy can be tough
on outsiders; it is essential to have

latest report on financial stability
shows that the gross non-perform-
ing asset (NPA) ratio of scheduled
commercial banks rose to 11.6%
(March 2018). The ratio for public
sector banks was 15.6%. This is in-
deed a very high level of NPAs.
Some part of the increase is also
due to the adoption of a more rigo-
rous definition of NPAs. The high
NPA level has a dampening effect
on the provision of new credit. In
fact, credit to the industrial sector
has slowed down considerably. Re-
capitalisation of banks has be-
come an urgent necessity. Of
course, this will impose a serious
burden on the fiscal position. Ma-
ny suggestions, which include as-
set reconstruction companies,
have been made to resolve the
NPA issue. A quick decision has to
be made. Unless the banking sys-
tem recovers fast, it is difficult to
sustain a high growth of the indus-
trial sector. Medium-term banking
reforms will have to wait until the
immediate problem is resolved.

Impact on the fisc

The third concern relates to the fis-
cal position. So far in the current
year, the Central government’s fisc
has been within limits. At the end
of the first quarter, the fiscal defi-
cit as a percentage of total deficit
for the year as a whole was 68.7%
— a strong improvement over the
deficit in the corresponding pe-
riod last year.

There are two aspects of the fisc
which need to be kept under
watch. One relates to GST. It is esti-
mated that GST revenues are cur-
rently running behind budgetary
projections. Perhaps revenues
may pick up in the second half.
But one doesn’t know. It is also not
clear how much of the refunds are
outstanding. Any significant short-
fall can put the fisc under stress.

The second concern relates to
the impact of the proposed mini-

the ability to persevere in the face
of constant pulls and pressures
and aligning multiple stakehol-
ders.

Successful lateral hires also
have a high level of curiosity. They
acknowledge that they don’t have
all the answers, are eager to learn
and model their behaviour accord-
ingly. These candidates know that
while they may have many useful
new ideas, they also have much to
learn from career civil servants
and that government has its own
systems, formal and informal, that
must be grasped before any inno-
vations can be proposed.

Finally, they have the ability to
engage others. The ability to build
consensus among stakeholders is
essential.

Less is more when it comes to
selection panels: The govern-
ment screening process tradition-
ally includes appearing before a
section panel of three to five inter-
viewers, who each take their turn
investigating topics they have di-
vided between themselves. Unfor-
tunately, this approach often re-
sults in only a surface-level
understanding of the candidate.
We have found that one-on-one or
two-on-one interviews allow for a
much more meaningful explora-
tion of key points of a candidate’s
career, their mindset and ap-
proach.

More focussed interviews
should be supplemented with ex-
tensive referencing with finalist
candidates. This combination of

mum support prices (MSPs) for va-
rious agricultural commodities.
The MSPs have been raised sharp-
ly in the case of some commodi-
ties. Except in the case of rice and
wheat (where there is unlimited
procurement at MSPs), there is no
indication of how the MSPs will be
implemented in relation to other
commodities. If market prices fall
below MSPs, there are only two
ways in which farmers can be as-
sured of the minimum price. One
is the M.P. model where the State
pays the difference between mar-
ket price and MSP. But this can
turn out to be a serious burden if
market prices fall steeply. This is
apart from the administrative pro-
blems involved in implementing
the scheme. The other alternative
is for the government to procure
excess production over normal
production so that market prices
rise. This alternative may be less
burdensome. However, this alter-
native will not work if the MSP is
fixed at a level to which the market
price will never rise. Thus the bur-
den on the government as a result
of the new MSPs is uncertain and
needs to be watched. The possibil-
ity of cutting expenditures if reve-
nues fall below projections is re-
mote in a year before elections.

The expected growth rate of 7.3-
7.4% may be reassuring. It may
even be the highest in the world
economy. Nevertheless, it falls
short of our potential. It is below
of what is needed to raise job op-
portunities and reduce poverty. It
is true that the external environ-
ment is not helpful. All the same, a
stronger push towards a much
higher growth is very much the
need of the hour.

C. Rangarajan is former Chairman,
Economic Advisory Council to the Prime
Minister and former Governor, Reserve
Bank of India. He is also Chairman,
Madras School of Economics, Chennai

data will provide insight into a can-
didate’s character, integrity and
moral compass — all critical quali-
ties for government roles.

Accelerate the new hire’s in-
tegration: Successful recruiting is
only part of the equation; the se-
lected lateral hire must also be
primed for success in his or her
new organisation. We were able to
demonstrate the benefits of a sys-
tematic approach with a senior ex-
ecutive that we hired for the cabi-
net of a European country. We
started by identifying cultural dif-
ferences between the executive’s
old and new environments and
helped develop strategies the ex-
ecutive could use to navigate this
change. We then created an exten-
sive playbook with detailed pro-
files of the management team out-
lining each person’s priorities and
concerns, and provided coaching
to help the executive best position
himself with his new peers.

India’s lateral entry programme
has the potential to introduce new
thinking and new expertise into
key ministries. Leveraging on les-
sons learned elsewhere will allow
India to more completely draw
from the country’s rich array of ta-
lent while maintaining the objec-
tivity necessary to preserve the
public trust.

Egon Zehnder is a leading global
leadership advisory and executive search
firm. Rajeev Vasudeva is its Global CEO;
Pallavi Kathuria is its India Managing
Partner
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Issue of begging

It is clear that the sensitive
issue/subject of begging
involves taking measures
such as rehabilitation and
integration (Editorial page,
“Undoing a legacy of
injustice”, August 13). Itis a
question of survival and
this must not be lost sight
of. Begging is a social
problem and has to be seen
in a holistic manner as
there are numerous
contributory factors such as
poverty, unemployment,
disability and migration. In
reply to parliamentarians’
concerns about the
problem of beggary, their
unstarred question 1821 was
answered on March 8, 2016
by the Minister of State for
Social Justice and
Empowerment, Vijay
Sampla, who said that
States are responsible for
the necessary preventive
and rehabilitative steps. He

also said a recommendation
made was exploring the
feasibility of having a
Central scheme for the
rehabilitation of beggars.
He added that data with
Office of Registrar General
& Census Commissioner,
showed that the total
population of beggars,
vagrants in India is 4,13,670
(Census 2011). Coordination
of stakeholders such as civil
society, the government,
media, the police and
citizens is needed to end
this.

CHITRAKANT SINGH,
Greater Noida, Uttar Pradesh

= Instances of policemen
extorting money from those
who are forced to seek alms
and harassing the homeless
are not uncommon in our
country. Organised crime in
begging is a grim reality in
several States. There is a
need for a stringent legal

framework to crack down on
those who run organised
syndicates even as
decriminalisation of begging
is a welcome step.

M. JEYARAM,
Sholavandan, Tamil Nadu

® Poverty is not a criminality.
Rather, it is a collective
failure of the state and its
machinery. One hopes that
the verdict of the Delhi High
Court will help change our
mindset towards the most
vulnerable and downtrodden
sections of our society.

KUMAR HRISHIKESH,
Kolkata

Wheels of justice
There seems to be a subtle
difference between the
Sabarimala case and the
Tirupathi case (Editorial
page, “The inexorable
wheels of justice”, August
13). In the Tirupathi case,
religious faith had to be

sidelined to prove a charge of
criminal breach of trust and
misappropriation made
against the Tirupathi
Mahant, whereas in the
Sabarimala case it is deep-
rooted religious faith and the
sentiments of worshippers
which are endangered in the
name of gender equality
before the law. The sanctity
of the temple is important.

P. RAJARAMAN,
Pollachi, Tamil Nadu

V.S. Naipaul

It was only after reading the
rich tributes paid to V.S.
Naipaul that I realised how
many school students are
unaware of one of the
greatest writers of our times.
A huge change is required in
our educational system and
in the syllabus. Thought
must be given to highlight
the works of such illustrious
writers (Editorial, “A
complicated man” & OpEd

page - “The house that
Naipaul built”, both August
13).

AFRAAZ SIDHU,
Jalandhar, Punjab

m | clearly remember reading
A House for Mr. Biswas as a
graduate (‘World page’, “He
personified a sense of
displacement”, August 13). I
have read novels with the
theme of human suffering
and empathy, but here was a
work that actually related to
the pain of not having a place

to call home, in an emotional
and physical sense. In
Bengali, one says “Mathar
Chaat Chole Gyalo’ — a
phrase used when a parent/
guardian passes away, which
means that one has lost the
roof over one’s head. I found
the same emotional connect
in this book. The empathy
that Naipaul reflects is rare
and overlooked by many.

RUPSHA BOSE,
Pune
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CORRECTIONS & CLARIFICATIONS:

A quote attributed to Ruth Shapiro, chief executive, Centre for
Asian Philanthropy and Society (CAPS), in the story “India ‘Doing
Okay’ in philanthropy” (Aug. 12, 2018), should be recast to say:
“U.S. philanthropy is equal to 2% of its GDP. If the 15 Asian econom-
ies we studied in the Doing Good Index also gave 2%, it would
equal US$504 billion which is one-third the annual cost of attain-
ing the social development goals.”
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