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Pixellating the India profile

The Economic Survey was tabled in Parliament during the first day of Budget Session of
Parliament, in New Delhi on Monday.   | Photo Credit: PTI

The response to last year’s Economic Survey was overwhelming, humbling, and, of course,
burdening. According to behavioural economics, humans place greater welfare weights on
avoiding loss than experiencing equivalent gain. If true, the response to last year’s Survey has
created a heightened performance anxiety of falling short relative to higher expectations.

The other challenge doing this year’s Survey, the fourth of the current team and the last in the
term of this government, is avoiding the risk of jadedness. How can the Survey consistently
maintain a freshness of approach, rigour of analysis, relevance of material, and novelty of ideas?

A rich economy

Luckily, to the rescue comes the Indian economy with its infinite richness and complexity, throwing
up limitless opportunities for investigation. Luckily too, economic policy over the past four years
has been a crucible for many policy experiments that cry out for understanding and analysis.
Thankfully too, colleagues across government have been so generous with sharing data, which
has allowed ideas to be pursued so that new facts, evidence, and ideas can find utterance.

Economic Survey: Cautious optimism

In response to popular demand, we have reverted this year to the tradition of bringing out Volumes
1 and 2 at the same time. Volume 1 contains the analytical overview and more research-cum-
analytical material. Volume 2 provides the more descriptive review of the current fiscal year,
encompassing all the major sectors of the economy.

Without consciously pursuing an overarching theme, a large part of Volume 1 focuses on what are
perhaps more long-term challenges. So, in addition to the overview and chapters of contemporary
relevance such as the Goods and Services Tax (GST), the investment-saving slowdown, and
fiscal federalism and accountability, there are five chapters devoted to challenges of long-term
economic convergence, gender inequality, climate change and agriculture, delays in the appeals
and judicial process, and science and technology.

As in last year’s Survey, Big Data has been mined to shed light on the economy, and, for the
Survey’s authors, there have been some truly “wow” moments of epiphanic understanding. For
example, the implementation of the GST combined with the availability of detailed new data from
the Employees’ Provident Fund Organisation (EPFO) and the Employees’ State Insurance
Corporation (ESIC) has allowed a whole new perspective to be gained into the Indian economy —
its external and internal trade in the aggregate and State-wise, the size and distribution of the tax
net, and levels of formality and informality. Similarly, spatially granular data on temperature and
climate have been used to analyse the potential impact of climate change. Household-level data
from the various Demographic and Health Surveys and India’s National Family Health Survey
have underpinned the analysis of gender issues.

Read: Economic Survey 2017-18

The colour of this year’s survey cover was chosen as a symbol of support for the growing
movement to end violence against women, which spans continents. Addressing the deep societal
meta-preference in favour of sons, and empowering women with education, and reproductive and
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economic agency are critical challenges for the Indian economy addressed in Chapter 7.

Increasingly, a number of universities are adopting the Survey as a pedagogical tool for courses
on the Indian economy. Inspired by that, my team and I conducted a full-fledged Massive Open
Online Course for students and teachers all across India with the help of the Ministry of Human
Resource Development. Hopefully, those traditions can be built upon going forward even after
these volumes.

Questions discussed

In addition to the entirely new perspective on the economy that the GST has provided, some of the
many questions this Survey discusses are: Can we expect the current investment slowdown to
reverse quickly based on understanding other countries’ experience? Do second and third tiers of
government collect the direct taxes that they are empowered to, and if not, what does that signify?
On gender, why should we focus on the sex ratio of the last child? Under what conditions, to what
extent, and where will the agricultural impact of climate change be most felt? Will there be a stall in
India’s four decades long, dynamic process of economic convergence? Should the government
and judiciary agree to a Cooperative Separation of Powers like the Centre and States do in the
form of cooperative federalism to improve the conditions of doing business? Should there be a
number of science and technology missions to propel India to the ranks of the world’s top
knowledge producers?

An excerpt from the preface of the Economic Survey 2017-18
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Marriage is a civil contract — adultery or divorce should have only civil consequences
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