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Elections and Development by S L Rao

Do the election results in four states show that elections are no longer fought and won on caste and community but on issues of development (‘rasta, pani aur bijlee”)? The Vajpayee government is supposed to have injected a ‘feel-good’ factor into the electorate. Even development concerns of people are said to be beyond unemployment and poverty. 

This cannot be true. That the service sector dominates at 52% of GDP is cause for serious concern, not rejoicing, given the low levels of consumption. The real economy of physical production from agriculture and industry should dominate for many years, not decline as they are.

Employment growth of 2.7%per annum in 1983-94 declined to 1.07% in 1994-2000.  There was near stagnation in agricultural employment. Despite growth in services like trade, tourism, transport, communications, financial and social services, the overall growth halved. The share of casual in total employment continues to rise. Poverty measures show a decline from 36% to 26.1% between 1994 and 2000. But there are still 320 million people who are so poor that they cannot afford two square meals a day. 

So who is feeling good? Will international recognition for our human gene pool, soaring foreign exchange reserves and stock markets and the improving rupee value to the dollar give sustaianable development and eradicate poverty and unemployment? Industrialists and managers feel good because their businesses are doing well in relation to poor past years. Low interest rates, economy and efficiency measures forced on them by severe competition and poor demand growth since 1995, with export growth as developed economies look for cheap outsourcing, have made for better industrial growth this year. Industrial growth is also on the low base of industrial performance last year.

Stock markets are booming as foreign institutions find Indian markets a better risk over many others. Industrialists in default to banks are now afraid that banks will use the new law to take away their businesses. Hurrying to pay up, many are bringing back their illegal and legal funds kept overseas. This also boosts export growth.

Industrial sentiment is ruled by short-term events and expectations. A good monsoon has pushed up overall GDP growth this year to 7%, by about 2%.    Next year agriculture will grow by less even with a good monsoon and overall growth remain erratic.  

There is as yet no fundamental change in the Indian economy. There is some improvement due to the decline of the US economy and in some sectors. But overall growth is not deep or sustainable. Capital formation is poor in agriculture and industry. We need fundamental changes in financial markets, agricultural policies, and massive public investment. 

The golden quadrilateral roads project generated employment and demand. It visibly improved infrastructure. Power supply remains poor, railways are wholly un-commercial, water is a serious problem both for agriculture and household use, schools and health care for the poor are neglected, communal peace is fragile, criminals increasingly become politicians, and corruption is endemic. When these improve, growth can become consistent. 

Are people bothered about corruption? Allegations against Jayalaltha, Maywati, Mulayam Singh, Sharad Pawar and many others have yet not hurt them electorally. 

Has development replaced caste and community as election issues? The loss of the Jat vote in Rajasthan may have unseated the best Chief Minister in India. Good ‘Hindu’ grass roots work by the RSS helped in Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh. The arrogance and venality of Jogi in Chattisgarh finished    him. The incompetence of the bumbling Khurana and the dignity of his opponent won Delhi for the Congress. Vote banks of minorities, SC’s and others have not splintered. But they are not the property of any one party.

Mr Vajpayee has changed the idea of India. People now recognize his vision and statesmanship.  Does that translate into votes? This has not always happened. Being Prime Minister gives charisma. Even Deve Gowda appeared to grow in office! Voters must be wooed with an amalgam of personalities, caste and community equations, leadership, and social and economic development.  

So what should the Vajpayee government do in the next year to secure the 2004 general election? It will not neglect its communal base. But it must also accelerate development. More investment in the national roads project, into improving and expanding the railways and mass urban transit, airports, slum clearance, rural housing, canals and river linkages for irrigation will add to employment and multiply growth in other sectors. 

To raise rural employment and incomes, agricultural and non-agricultural production and employment must rise. This requires improving rural roads and storage, rationalizing agricultural prices to stimulate crops suited to soil and climate, controlling water salinity, recharging wells and tanks, improving productivity by testing and clearing genetically modified seeds. Power trading and SEB privatization as in Delhi and the enabling conditions to make them possible must be accelerated. Large-scale disinvestments of public enterprises, even of well-run ones, can raise resources. Expenditures can reduce if government resolves the India-Pakistan hostility that aggravates our communal divide.     (823)  

