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३० years of reform
Balance sheet

Glass Half Full
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Act (२००९), the National Early 
Childhood Care and Education 
(ECCE) Policy (२०१३).   

The country also halved its 
poverty rate, and enjoyed strong 
improvements in most human 
development outcomes.  However, 
the COVID-१९ pandemic has 
reversed the course of poverty 
reduction, at least temporarily. The 
economic slowdown triggered by 
the outbreak is believed to have 
had a significant impact on poor and 
vulnerable households. The informal 
sector, where the vast majority 
of India’s labor force is employed, 
has been particularly affected. As 
in most countries, the pandemic 
has exacerbated vulnerabilities for 
traditionally excluded groups, such 
as elderly, women, and migrants.  
As we grappled with various 
possibilities to reduce the impact of 

Covid-१९ pandemic on the lives of 
poor and destitute, the schemes 
such as the National Food Security 
Act (NFSA), the Mahatma Gandhi 
Rural Employment Guarantee Act 
(MGNREGA), and Aadhaar-DBT 
proved to be critical as they 
provided a much-needed safety net 
to vast segments of the population.

As India surges along its 
projected growth trajectory, green 
growth strategies are needed to 
promote sustainable growth and to 
break the pattern of environmental 
degradation and natural resource 
depletion. The future agenda must 
include much better governance, 
better social services and high-
quality independent institutions 
to create a people-centered, 
ecologically sustainable and just 
society that promotes and protects 
dignity, equality, social justice and 
human rights for all.

When ३० years ago, India 
ushered in economic reforms, 
it did so with knowledge that 

increased pace of economic growth 
would have adverse impacts on the 
environment. Growth would intensify 
the use of natural resources and add 
to pollution of our waterbodies and 

air. This fact was known because the 
already rich world, which had initiated 
the idea of economic growth through 
liberalization and free markets, had 
understood that the only way it could 
do this was by exporting the most 
polluting and labour intensive industries 
to the emerging world. The first shock 

came by mid-१९९०s, when air of Delhi 
turned foul and black. The motorization 
boom had brought us there.  

In the next two decades we have 
seen much more of the toxification 
of our land, water, air and food and 
what it does to our health. It is part 
of the economic growth story as we 

The environmental 
imperative

India needs to reinvent 
the growth story for the 
future; it has to be based on 
Investment in natural capital – 
trees and water, for the needs 
of all and not few; it has to 
protect the environment 
because it is the survival base 
on which life exists. 
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know it. It is for this reason that there 
have been repeated conflicts over the 
need to balance development with 
environment. The resolution is often 
flawed because public institutions 
that are required to make decisions 
have been progressively weakened 
and disabled. Repairing and rebuilding 
institutions for governance must be the 
next reform agenda. 

The question also is if the ३० years 
record has taught that we cannot 
have sustainable growth, unless it is 
affordable and inclusive. We know 
that rivers cannot be cleaned without 
affordable sanitation for all; or we 
cannot have blue skies and clear 
lungs, without mobility systems that 
will move people and not vehicles. 
We also know today investment in 
natural capital – trees and water – will 
build the resilience we need in the 
climate-risked world. This is how India 
needs to reinvent the growth story 
for the future; it has to be based on 
the needs of all and not few; it has to 
protect the environment because it is 
the survival base on which life exists. It 
cannot be a matter of either or. It is the  
imperative. 

The digital 
opportunity

Today, on India’s ७५th 
Independence Day, is a good time 
to look back at the progress we as 

a nation have made over the years and 
to look ahead, to the key issues facing 
the country today as we adapt to a 
new reality. 

The year २०२१ marks the completion 
of ३० years since India embarked on 
the path of liberalisation and economic 
reforms. १९९१ was a defining year in 
India’s history, a year that has shaped 
the country’s economic destiny. 

Over the last ३० years, while 
governments have changed, our 
reforms process has continued 
unabated. India has come a long way. 

 Now, the COVID-१९ pandemic 
has brought with it new challenges 
and opportunities. The pandemic has 
fast-forwarded us five years within one 
year. The digital revolution triggered, 
among others, by the introduction of 
Aadhar, is here to stay and with it, India 
has a significant market opportunity 
that it can make the most of if it plays 
its cards right. 

The biggest change is that 
''geography is now history''. Thanks to 
digital, a person based in any part of 
India can serve any part of the world. 
This is a huge opportunity for India. This 
argument also extends to urban and 
rural India and we will see a greater 
balancing of power between India 
and Bharat.  At the same time, there 
are critical areas that the country must 
focus on in the long-term. These include 
healthcare, education and sustainability. 
On a more immediate basis, we need 
to vaccinate faster and build greater 
capacity in the event of wave ३ of 
the pandemic. We also need to create 
employment for millions of Indians. 
COVID-१९ has affected certain sectors 
adversely but has also opened up new 
opportunities in other sectors, thanks 
to digital. Training and reskilling will help 
the country bridge the divide. 

India finds itself at a critical juncture 
in २०२१. Let’s focus on the big things 
that the country needs to get right and 
execute well. This could very well be 
India’s time to shine. 

Uday Kotak 
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The biggest change 
is that ''geography is 
now history''. Digital 
is a huge opportunity 
for India and help in 
balancing of power 
between India and 
Bharat. 

Post the reforms, from the vantage 
position that I had coming 
back to the country in १९९६, I 

could see an opportunity spectrum 
opening up before both industry and 
banks. Industry was unshackled and 
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Economic Reforms … 
30 Years On

with strong hand holding by the 
Reserve Bank of India in a variety of 
ways. By २००१ Indian industry was in a 
resurgent mode. Over the next twenty 
years industry has fully leveraged 
the opportunity and is today flush 
with free cash flow and by and large 
deleveraged.

For banks, low-cost technology 
meant that you could rethink the 
entire idea of how a bank was run. For 
example ATMs, call centre, internet, 
centralised processing were rapidly 
expanded. The increase in per capita 
incomes that were seen rising from २००१ 
consequent to economic momentum 
brought about an aspiration change in 
the Indian consumer which created a 
whole slew of new opportunities for 
banks. These included the opportunity 
to lend for a new home, a car and so 
on, unleashing the retail lending boom 
that Indian banks are still experiencing. 
This also allowed new banking leaders 
to emerge, who were able to leverage 
all these opportunities. Indeed leading 
banks also launched other financial 
services as these sectors were opened 
up, which has created a strong 
financial infrastructure.The strong 
foundation that has been laid by 
industry and the financial, will enable 
India to drive into the २५ year growth 
runway that is clear and visible. This 
will be an exciting journey.

The strong foundation that 
has been laid by industry 
and the financial, will 
enable India to drive into 
the २५ year growth runway 
that is clear and visible
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the stock market increased nearly 60-
fold, raising the country’s gross national 
product from $266 billion to $2.7 
trillion. A huge middle class has come 
into being. The number of billionaires 
in the country is growing rapidly. The 
level of education and life expectancy 
have also increased. But there is a long 
way to go. If we want to achieve this in 
the new changing world, then we have 
to show awareness about the ways of 
this world. Technology covers all areas. 
The pattern of product distribution 
over which the economy is built, is 
changing. While the industries known 
as bricks and mortar and the industries 
that came to prominence in the early 
days of the revolution are lagging 
behind, the new businesses riding on 
technology are booming. Automated 
machines, artificial intelligence, data-
based decision making processes, 
machine learning are bringing 
something new to the economy as 
also to all walks of life. This speed is 
immense. The person who will adapt 
to it, will go ahead. The point is to be 
prepared for it.

There is a clear need to focus on 
research, innovation right from the 
school education level. No matter 
how much we admire the advances 
made by us in information technology, 

we are lagging behind not only the 
developed but also the developing 
countries, in getting patents per 
million population. When compared 
to developed countries, our spending 
on research is negligible. It is clear that 
the government and the private sector 
need to pay attention to this. Progress 
and wealth creation through imitation 
and manipulation obviously have 
limitations. New products and services 
based on research and development, 
will balance the future economy. This 
will require changes in a number of 
areas from the administrative legal 
framework.  The reforms of 1991 were 
driven by international pressure. Also 
with the fall of the Soviet Union, the 
attraction of planned development and 
government-controlled development 
around the world had waned. The prime 
of globalisation had begun, and some 
steps were being taken in India since 
the time of Rajiv Gandhi. The foreign 
exchange crisis played a decisive role in 
this and the era of reforms took shape. 
Today, thirty years later, when we can 
distinctly see the future, the key point 
is whether we will consciously accept 
the new changes. Only if we achieve 
this, while celebrating the centenary 
of the republic, will we become a 
‘rich’ nation and there automatically a 
‘powerful’ nation...
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which Swadeshi and Swaraj must 
grow. Swadeshi reforms will protect 
locality and community. Swaraj 
reforms will open up the future 
towards nurturing freedom.

And how will we know that 
reforms are working? Unless out of 
one rupee spent for reform ८० paisa 
go to the income of the producers, 
artisans, service providers as does the 
Khadi cloth. Otherwise, the reforms 
will remain partial and marginal, not 
fully performing.

Reforms must not just re-align 
the existing arrangements, but 
must transform our growth-growth-
growth economy to economy 
of nurturance, economy where 
economic activities support and build 
ecology; economy where growth 
of some is not at the cost of others; 
economy where basic income and 
social protection are for all men and 
women, rural and urban. 

Future of Reform is in the Khadi 
Way.

Future of Reforms 
is in Khadi Way

The liberalisation tide of १९९१ 
has washed onto Indian shores 
in three consecutive waves in 

the three decades since. The first, 
economic liberalisation, caused the 
hyper-urbanisation, both formal and 
informal, of India’s big cities and 
eventually of her small towns. Indians 
sought new jobs in old cities, moving 

Liberalising Indian Cities
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India needs to ensure safe 
and legal universal housing 
as impending pandemic 
waves and climate-change 
induced deluges, disrupt 
our work and travel 

incumbent banks started to face a 
whiff of competition. Industry could 
think scale and competitiveness and 
banks could look at new products. 
And of course there were exciting 
technological advances.

While indeed Indian industry faced 
adjustment challenges right to the end 
of २०००, Indian banks were burdened 

with the fallout and rise in NPAs. 
This was to be expected, because 
the liberalisation of १९९० had thrown 
open the weaknesses in the Indian 
corporate sector. These included 
plants which were uneconomic, 
inability to produce at a competitive 
price and quality issues. These were 
addressed by industry itself and banks 

into their suburbs and their slums, some 
old, but mostly new. Widened arterials 
and ring roads kept rapidly expanding city 
edges connected to their industrial and 
commercial estates, airports and railheads. 
Cheap vehicles enabled new distant 
workspaces, where globalised, corporate 
work-cultures, involved in software, 
BPO, finance and marketing, took root. 
The domestic life of newly nuclear urban 
families, housed in “BHK” apartment 
colonies and JJ tenements, upgraded to 
all-weather air-conditioning and २४X७ 
broadcast television. That municipal 
services were stressed was apparent from 
the growing ubiquity of water pumps 
and purifiers, and power stabilisers and 
backups. 

The “lifestyle” liberalisation of the २०००s 
saw a youthful India prioritise recreation, 
education, entertainment and exotica. 
Malls, blending branded chain retail with 
family recreation in food-courts and 
multiplex cinemas, mushroomed in cities 
while rural tracts spawned vast education 
campuses. Telecom reforms pit the landline 
in hopeless competition with the must-
have cellphone. Cable TV beamed almost 
infinite choice of the latest deep into the 
hinterland, and computerisation spread 
the internet to small towns. Richer Indians 
turned more footloose, now vacationing 
beyond the obligatory annual hometown 
visit.  Cheaper and transparent home 
loans, offered on flexible terms combined 
with tax and credit incentives for their 
timely repayment, made home ownership 

a realisable middle-income dream, 
while the well-heeled invested in 
urban extension flats and weekend 
getaways for rental returns until 
blissful retirement. Real estate defined 
urban development as midsize cities 
began outpacing the growth of the 
big ५ metros. Kitchens and bathrooms 
were now built to accommodate new 
technologies of convenience in homes 
benchmarked against global standards 
of luxury and comfort. 

Data, the digital denominator 
of all information, entertainment 
and communication, liberalised in 
the २०१०s. Cheaper, smarter and 
larger cell phones allowed maximum 
personalised consumption and 
creation of data. Increasingly complex 
hybrids of physical and virtual living 
have blurred the distinction between 
spaces of work, leisure, rest and 
consumption, morphing cities into 
heavy traffic networks of urban 
transit, streaming media, and online 
commerce and chatter. So, what''s 
the next liberalisation? As impending 
pandemic waves and climate-change 
induced deluges in our cities disrupt 
our work and travel, we are forced 
to reinvent our notions of home and 
rethink what we do in and with them. 
From finance and ownership, to design 
and construction, to use and tenancy, 
how much longer can India afford to 
not remove barriers to safe and legal 
universal housing?

30th anniversary of reforms
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