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Acknowledge India’s economic successes too

he Indian economy has grown at an

impressive rate in the pos;-COVIDAS

vears. In FYy 2023, it grew

year-over-year (Yo) af 7.2%, the fastest
AMONE major economies. In FY2024, the
International Monetary Fund (IMF) projects
India’s Yo growth ar 6.3%, again the fastest
among major economies. For those yet to absorb
its full import isee hitps:{timyur_ com/'wnchdeSa,
for example), the tagline, ‘fastest-growing major
econonty, calls for some elaboration.

The word “major” in the tagline makes it clear
that India’s relatively high economic growth in
the glohal context is not on account of its small
size. India is currently the fifth langest economy
in the world in U5, dollar rerms and is projected
by the IMF to become the third largess by 2027,
An economy as large as this and growing rapidhy
cannat be characterised by weak domestic
demand, particularly when external demand
growth has been uneven and uncertain.

COVID-19 and growth rates

Some commentators contest the tagline, ‘fastess”.
There is a view that post-COVIDAD, Yo growth
rates need to be replaced by compaound anmual
growth rate estimated on the pre-COVID-9 year
of 219-20. This view seeks to measure
annualised progress as if there was no pandemic.
However, the fact i that there was a pandemic,
and Yo growth rates measure progress despite
the pandemic. In this perspective, the Yoy
growth rate of 7.2% in FYZ3 comprises two
components: one that measures anmalised
progress over the pre-pandemic year and the
other that mezsures annual recovery of the
output lost to the pandemic. The latter in no way
is less significant than the former.

Present-day economic dividends are also
rooted in the steps taken o mitgate the
economic challenges of the pre-COVID-9 period.
In the first decade of this century, the Indian
economy grew rapidly, propelled by strong
growth in world trade and a domestic credit
boom.

In the afiermath of the global financial crisis of
200708, growth in world rade fell, dampening
the trade stimulus for economies worldwide,
inchuding the Indian economy. The domestic
credit bubble also burst as high leverage in the
corporate sector led to frequent defaults in
repayments and a consequent surge in

non-performing assets of public sector banks.
The twin stresses on the balance sheets

combined with elevated prices in real estate led
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to 4 lower investment rate in the Indian economsy.
Public capex also could not add much o the
investment rate as the new government that
came io power in 2004 had no choice but to ope
for fiscal discipline to address the legacy
challenges of large fiscal deficits, high inflation,
and a widened current account deficit. With trade
and domestic investment weakening, the Indian
economy grew at a rate bess than its potential in
the second decade, except for a couple of years
when crude ol prices dropped, improved the
trade balance, and supported higher growth.

Government's measures since 2014

The new government implemented a series of
mieasures to lift the economy onto a higher
growth path in the medium term. A calibrated
liberalisation of the economy has resulted in an
uprward-level shift of net forelgn direct investment
inflows. The Insolvency and Bankrupecy Code
(IBC) introduced in 20015 has successfully
addressed delinquency and bowered the
non-performing assets in the banking sector,
setting the stage for private corporate investment
o take off. The demonetisation drive of 2006 has
reduced black money by improving tax

compliance.

Besides, the Goods and Services Taxes (GST)
rolled out in 2007 has mobilised higher revenues.
and unified fragmented markets to build
economic synergies. The reduction in the
COTpoOrate tEx rate in 2009 o one of the lowest in
the world has increased corporate reserves,
which are being leveraged to finance higher
invesmments. These reforms have led to a strong
churning of the economy, shutting out
enterprises that deviated from market principles.

In FYZ2, the government embarked on a large
Capex programme and provided resource
SUPPOIT to State governments to increase their
Capex budget. From L6% of GDP in FY19, the
Capex of the central povernment has risen to
2.7% in FYZ3 and is budgeted o increase further
0 3.3% in FY24 — all this while containing the
fiscal deficit to its budgered ratio to GDP. The idea
behind the upscaling of the Capex budget was o
not only plug gaps in physical infrastructure bt
also to “crowd-in” private corporate imvesmment,
which was investment-ready, having repaired its
balance sheet and progressed to an optimal level
of capacity utilisation. Data from Axis Bank, for
example, shows private corporate investment
roge by Z24% in FYZ3, with 15 out of 19 sectors
witnessing an expansion in private capital

investment.

Along with accelerating economic growth, the

government has been focusing on inchsive
, 35 reflacted in its commirment o Sabka

Saath Sabka Vikas. 1t has taken various steps to
lift people above the poverty line. Relentless
Eovernment suppaort towards livelihood
enhancement, skill development, women's
empowerment, and infrastructure development
has played a vital role in reducing the incidence
af poverty in India.

Poverty alleviation, rural welfare
A report by NITI Aayog, that was released
recently, showeases a remarkable decline in the
prevalence of multidimensional poverty in India;
13.5 crore Indians are estimated to have escaped
multidimensional poverty between 3015-16 and
2009-1, with rural areas largely driving the
decline in the headeount ratio of the
Mubtidimensional Poverty Index. Further, there
has been tangible progress in nural living
standards, aided by a policy focus on hasic
amenities. The National Family Health Survey for
20191 provides ample evidence of a sipnificant
improvemnent in an array of indicators concerning
ithe quality of rural lives, inclsding access wo
eleciricity, improved drinking water sources, and
coverage under health insurance schemes.
Various healih-related indicators, such as
instimurional births, immunisation and health
insurance coversge, have also seen an uptrend.
The government's support for agriculre has
led to fruits, vegetables, the *dairy and livestock
products combined', and fishery growing at
unprecedented growth rates. Consequently, the
share of frults and vegetables in the food basket
thas increased to 4% in 2021. The percentage of
Ivestock products has come to account fior about
8% of the total value of agri-foed. The country’s
food basket is more nutritious woday than ever.
As a country with a large population and a per
capita GOP of nearly £2 400, India is aware of the
long road ahead to achieve high-income status
and a high quality of life for a majority of its
citizens. It iz a vindication of the success of India's
development record in a democratic polity that
ithe steadily rising aspirations of citizens are being
matched by their belief that those aspirations will
Ibe realised in their lfetime. Now, if experts
realise that it is oleay to acknowledge successes as
itis o draw attention to shortoomings, the
quality of public discourse will catch up with
India‘s economic progress.
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Justice, anger and the Nithari acquittals

tis true that the bones of 19 children and

women were found in Nithari, Noida, in

2006. It is also true that it was decided well
before the trials in any of those cases that the two
men, Surendra Koli and Moninder Singh
Pandher, were guilty of these crimes, with the
imagery of cannibalism etched in our collective
memories. However, the terms of justice seem to
be severely contested in light of the acquittals for
Koli and Pandher. On the one hand is the scale of
the loss to families of the victims and on the other
is our collective commitment to the rule of law
and presumption of innocence. It is not easy to
stay committed to these principles in the face of
such human tragedy. Does it matter whether
there was reliable evidence to convict Koli and
Pandher? Or, should we demand a conviction at
all costs despite what we might make of the
evidence?

The legal journey

The saga began in December 2006 when human
bones were found in the nala outside kothi
number D-5 in Nithari, where Koli resided with
his employer Pandher. This led to a lurid tale of
rape, murder, and cannibalism that Koli
confessed to to a Magistrate after spending almost
60 days in the custody of the Central Bureau of
Investigation (CBI). His pleas in the confession
thart he had been tortured and tutored by the
police were ignored by the Magistrate. The CBI
registered 16 cases for 16 murders.

In the first case that was tried, the Sessions
Court relied on the confession and the discovery
of human remains outside D-5 to convict and
sentence Koli to death in February 2009. The
Allahabad High Court and the Supreme Court of
India, also relying on Koli's confession, confirmed
this death sentence. The case progressed to the
level of the President of India rejecting Koli's
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mercy petition, only for the High Court to find
that it would be constitutionally untenable to
execute him. Koli remains in Dasna district
prison, where he is serving a life sentence for this
murder.

The remaining 12 cases also had Koli's
confession as the mainstay of the prosecution’s
case. Yet, the Allahabad High Court has now
acquitted Koli, despite the very same evidence
having been used right up to the Supreme Court
in the first case.

What changed suddenly? The High Court has
highlighted thar Koli’s lawyers were able to get
investigators to admit to legally significant flaws
in these 12 cases that were not available in the
first case, where Koli, an illiterate and poor man,
had been reliant on a different lawver. On the
basis of these admissions, the High Court
concluded that the investigation was deeply
flawed, and that both the police and the CBI had
failed to investigate a neighbour to D-5-a
surgeon who had been interrogated earlier for
organ trafficking.

Unlike courts before it, the High Court gave
due consideration to the report of a high-level
committee set up by the central government to
look into the Nithari murders that had
recommended an inquiry into organ trafficking,
given the precision with which the bodies were
dismembered and the absence of torsos among
the bones found. The court also noted that
evidence of ‘substantially better quality’ had been
put forth in these cases to establish that the
confession had been procured through torture
and rutoring. This is not Koli's first acquittal; the
trial court has also acquitted him of the
remaining three murders.

The public response
For many readers of this daily, all of this might

seem like unnecessary legal wrangling designed
to obfuscate the truth. The perceived failure of
the legal system to confirm public belief about
Koli’s guilt seems to have unleashed immense
anger and frustration. There is no willingness to
pause and question the conduct of the
investigation agencies in this case. Irrespective of
what we might have been led to believe through
media hyperbole, it is in our own collective
interest to say that criminal convictions must
meet a certain quality of evidence, and courts
should not uncritically accept prosecution
narratives. Media trials, based on evidence leaked
by investigators, often sentence the accused even
before their trial in a court of law begins.

When the police are not shy about
manipulating evidence, and public pressure is
relentless, it comes as little surprise when
innocent (and generally poor) persons are
paraded as the criminal concerned. Whether our
appellate courts catch these wrongful convictions
becomes a roll of dice, dependent on the judge’s
identity and their tolerance for public pressure.
In stark contrast to its approach in Koli's case, the
Supreme Court has recently acquitted 13 people
who had been sentenced to death. The Court’s

lissatisfaction with police i igations has
become a refrain in such cases.

The anger with and frustration over the lack of
accountability for the tragedy that unfolded in
Nithari are certainly legitimate. However, the
pursuit of that accountability should not translate
into a demand for convictions at all costs. It risks
further delegitimisation of an already broken
criminal justice system. It also does injustice to us
all by compromising the rule of law — our anly,
protection against the might of the state, which
can choose and punish pecple at its whim.
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