HARISH SALVE

HENIwas asked to
review Gajendra
Haldea’sbook Infra-

structure at Crossroads: The Chal-
lenges of Governance, I was at once
honoured and intimidated.

Ihave had the pleasure of
working with him and know his
capacity for detail, his familiarity
with the subject and his habit of in-
cisive analysis, and thus was intimi-
dated at the idea of reviewing a
book by him.

Ifthe 1970sand’ 805 were
marked by sterile socialism, the
*90s saw India seemingly turn in
the right direction, even ifit was on
account of economic necessity
overcoming political theorism.

‘We have come along way from
the days we had to pledge our gold
to secure finances.

However, in order for India to
take her rightful place in the sun,
reforms that appear to be hope-
lessly stuck in the quagmire of po-
litical controversy, need to be
dealt with on an urgent basis. In
that sense, this book is as much a
must-read for policymakers as it is
for those who seem to oppose all
reform — for one reason or the
other.

As the book points out, building
infrastructure primarily out of bud-
getary resources is no longer feasi-
ble — the 12th Plan projects an in-
vestment of over a trillion dollars.
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The Road Not Taken

Gajendra Haldea narrates the challenges of governance that constrained India’s infrastructure development

_ Atleast, half of this has to come

from the private sector. However,
there is a disturbing trend that not
only has FDI slowed down but sig-
nificant Indian corporates have ex-
pressed lack of confidence in In-
dian investment.

The book analyses ini four pith-
ilywritten chapters the problerns
that have bedevilled the reform
process. It atternpts, what it cor-
rectly describes, as a narration of
the principal challenges of gover-
nance that constrained the devel-
opment of infrastructure in India.

It starts by defining the infra-
structure challenge, be it in high-
ways, ports, airports, railways,
power, irrigation or telecom.

When we speak of highways in
India, we must admit that we use
the word “highway” generously. It
takes a lot more than making a
road to make a highway. nghways
are.meant to be high-speed corri-
dors for movement of passengers
and vehicles. We seem to have
wasted national resources by
widening existing roads which pass
through villages, instead of creat-
ing new assets so that fast-moving
traffic would not need to share the
same space with other modes of
transport that are used by the' vil-
lage folk. Little surprise then that
political parties join local groups in
attacking toll booths.

On the other hand, there are in-
stances of creating new assets
where there did not appear tobe

anyreal need. The book flags the
controversy relating to the Banga-
lore airport — the greatest testi-
mony to the utility of the old air-
portwas that it was closed because
the project promoter of the new
airport insisted that such closure
was necessary to make the new air-
port viable!

The book argues in favour of an

11 is appropriately captioned
“Whither electricity reforms?”
Haldea is not a political analyst
- but an economist and his book
stays away from political contro-
versy while squarely addressing is-
sues of poor governance that have
prevented India from achieving the
kind of growth that was entirely at-
tainable had we had political matu-

aggressive pro- rity and, most of all,
gramme of infra- infrastructuye political will.
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thored the new electricity law. The
book analyses how, despite all the
attempts at reform, investments
have largely been confined to the
public sector and industry remains
virtually nationalised, and how pri-
vate sector investment has been
relegated to insignificance. It
analyses the reasons why: Chapter

sulis in creating
more jobs and makes more
money available for developmen-
tal programmes. ’

The last two decades have
shown how economic realities
can compel a change in methods,
but mindsets and agendas donot
change.

The licence-control-permit raj

created a society where growth and
success was based on backroom
deals and the citizenry a victim of
egregious’corruption from the low-
est to the highest level. As present
controversies have revealed, not
much has changed on this front!
The present-generation Indian
is impatient, knows what his west-
ern and now even eastern counter-
parts have, and wants the same
kind of prosperity. The young In-
dian is far less tolerant of corrup-

tion as is evident from the support -

which anticorruption movements :
have received across the country..
There is today unmistakably a
sense of gloom over a perceived
paralysis in decision-making.

This book focuses on some key
areas where there isneed for ur-
gent attention of policymakers to
kick-start a process which had once
begun, or so it appeared, but seems
to have run aground.

It was over sixdecades ago that
we made our trystwith destiny —
there could not be a more oppor-
tune time to try to redeem this
pledge when the world is looking
east. If we miss this opportunity for
want of governance, history would
never forgive us for putting our
democracy in peril for it is only
then a matter of time before peo-
ple lose faith in the system.

The present book, which iden-
tifies lapses and makes positive
suggestions for improvement, is
thus as timely as it is necessary.
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