b Hhise b innec T 9
| THE RAFFLES CONVERSATION . ——

oL
. % g,

-

/7
o
7

SRR

o RN

o _“‘ v, ;\\ R “‘:\_. \\
\ o L4

Cheerleader for India’s reforms
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ple who really know how to accumulate capi-
tal, it's a big advantage.

“If you look at the Forbes billionaire list,
you might be surprised to see that two-thirds
of the Indians on the list are ‘banias’ (tradi-
tionally India’s merchant caste). So for India,
having a merchant caste is a national competi-
tive advantage.” (Indeed, most Indian billion-
aires, including the Ambani brothers Mukesh
and Anil, the steel tycoon Lakshmi Mittal, telo-
com magnate Sunil Bharti Mittal and the mot-
als mogul Anil Agarwal, hall from the mor-
chant caste.)

In the future, Mr Das bolioves India’s entro-
pronours will Increasingly focus their atton-
tion on manufacturing.
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dia, it takes five years, because people g0 o
court, they want to protect their property,
they want to be compensated, which slows
things down. That's one factor.

“China also has a different history. There
were the emperors, the mandarins, there was
more discipline. In India, every village
thought it was independent, no matter who
ruled in Delhi. | remember a Catholic lady
once asked me, ‘Don’t you have a hierarchy
the equivalent of your church in Hinduism'? |
said, ‘No - first of all, there is no equivalent,
and then every village priest in 500,000 villag-
os across India believes he's the Pope’.”

The ineffectiveness of government in India
is a particularly pressing problem. Mr Das
has often spoken out in favour of private provi-
slon of services such as health and education.
He sometimes gets flak for that.

“Some people ask me, ‘Aro you a neo-liber-
al? Are you suggesting a minimalist state?' |
say, it's not an ideological issue. If the state
provided good education and good hospitals,
who would be against it? My position is, who
cares if it's public or private? We want good
schools and hospitals.”

But he concedes that making the state
more effective is one of [ndia's more urgent
challenges.

“Frankly, it is not going to be as easy s
oconomic reform,” he says. “For a stary, it
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was lucky to have Deng Xlaoping. England
had Margaret Thatcher. These leaders made
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But while India's middle class is growing,
50 is income inequality. The gini coefficient —
the classic measure of inequality — has steadi-
ly risen since the launch of reforms in 1991 —
although it is lower than in China. Economists
worry that rising inequality points to growth
that is not broad based and also threatens so-
cial cohesion - as evidenced by rising rural
protests in China and sporadic insurgencies
in parts of India.

Mr Das rubbishes concerns about inequali-
ty. “The issue is not inequality, the issue is
poverty,” he says. “One statistic that not many
people know is that every year for the past 25
years, one per cent of people in India have
been coming out of poverty. If you add them
all up, it comes to 200 million people. Admit-
tedly it's a low poverty line, one US dollar a
day. But the point is, the percentage of poor
has come down since 1980, from around 45
per cent of the population to around 20 per
cent of a much larger population.”

As for the rural insurgencies, Mr Das
claims they are the result not of inequality but
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slow”, he feels, but they too will continue.
That's just how it is in India’s noisy and chaot-
ic democracy, and how it will be. 4

On the latter issue, Mr Das says: “You
know, my mother asks me. ‘You keep saying
China is growing at 10 per cent and India is
growing at 8 per cent. What big difference
does this 2 per cent make?"

“I say to her, ‘Well, 2 per cent means
can advance your progress by 20 years and a
whole generation can be lifted out of poverty.*
And then she says, ‘Look, we've already wait-
ed 3,000 years for this moment. So let's just
do it the Indian way - let’s do it with our de-
mocracy”

“In fact, | suspect that’s how the average
Indian also feels. I don't think anybody would
want to give up our democracy for a slightly
higher growth rate.”
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The Raffles Conversation is brought
to you through a special
arrangement with RafMes Hotels &
Resorts. A collection of luxury
hotels, Raffles Hotels and Resorts
distinguishes itself through the

highest standards of hospitality,
service and cuisine. Its hotels in
Singapore, Beijing, Cambodia,
Boverly Hills, Dubai and the
Caribbean are rated among the very
best in the world. Under :
development are Raflles in Tianjin,

Maldives, Macau, Moscow, Jakarta,
Marrakech, Manila, Bali, Seychelles
and St Lucia
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