INTERVIEW WITH CIl PRESIDENT AND TATASTEEL CEO & MD

‘Private investment back
at pre-pandemic levels ...
but consumptlon is fragile’

TV NARENDRAN, president of the
Confederation of Indian Industry
(CII) and the CEO & MD of Tata
Steel, is of the view that the econ-
omy should be able to navigate
the third Covid wave "without
much damage” and that private
investments are showing signs of
picking up. In an interview
with SUNNY VERMA and ANIL
SASI, he, however, underscored
the need to support consumption
as incomes of many households
have shrunk post pandemic.
Edited excerpts:

How different is this Covid
wave from previous ones?

If you look at the wave itself,
what we are seeing is that it's
spreading faster, but theimpactis
milder ... so that'sasfar as the wave
is concerned. As far as industry is
concerned, even between wave
one and wave two, industry was
much better prepared for wave
two in terms of Covid protocols.

In wave one and even in wave
two, most people were not vacci-
nated. Atleast now, many of usin
industry have all our employees,
their families, the contract work-
ers, mostare vaccinated. I also feel
that witheachwave, there is now
far better coordination between
government at the Centre and
states, between government and
industry. Hopefully, the economic
impact of this wave would not be
significant, justlike wave two had
a huge humanitarian impact in
terms of number of lives lost, but
the economicimpactofwave two
was less than the economic im-
pact of wave one. So 1 hope wave
three will not have the loss of lives
thatwe saw in wave two, and nei-
ther willit have the economicim-
pact thata wave one had.

The PM and FM have been
meeting industry ahead of the
Budget. What are your
suggestions on econormic
policy?

One, we have said thatit's im-
portant to continue the focus on
governmentinvestment, particu-
larly in infrastructure — because
it'sabig demand multiplierand a
driverof cost competitiveness, be-
cause many sectors benefit when
the government spends on infra-
structure and because it creates
activity in construction. And if
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you're spending on rural infra-
structure, it spreads economic ac-
tivity across the country.

Secondly, it helps competitive-
ness. The second part of our sub-
mission has been to continue to
work on the cost and ease of do-
ing business. We also suggested
that there is a need to develop
something called a cost of doing
business index, ClI can help de-
velop that, which will help us
compare the states on the factors.

Then there is also a need to
help the consumption side, be-
cause it's a bit fragile as many
households have seen incomes
shrink because of the pandemic...
have seen job losses, and many
households have seen expendi-
ture increases because of their
spendingon health. So we've said
they need to be supported.

At the bottom level, you have
MGNREGA scheme, etc, which
will help, but focus on health in-
frastructure. Out-of-pocket ex-
penses that households have to
pay is pretty much one of the
highest in the world. In India, it’s,
Ithink, about 48 per centof the ex-
penses out of pocket expenses,
whereas in the rest of the world
it's much lower than that. And our
own expenditure on healthat 1.3
per centof GDP is low compared
to what it should be...

We've also said that India
needs to plan for becoming more
and more technology intensive. So
there needs to be a technology
commission, which brings indus-
try,government and academia to-
gether, because many things that
we want to do over the next few
decadeswill need a lotof technol-
ogy intensity, whether it's semi-
conductors, hydrogen, or carbon

capture and storage, usage, what-
ever, you know, so anything,
there’s alot of work to be done...

The recovery seemsuneven,
where the bigger players doing
well while MSMEs are
struggling.

Atalargerlevel, rising inequal-
ity isanissue, not just in India but
globally. I think a lot of the push-
backagainstworld trade is driven
by this, thereis afeeling that glob-
alisation has helped some and left
avast majority worse off.

So, one is for us to ensure that
alot of the government expendi-
tureis focussed onwhathelps the
lower socio economic strata. So if
youinvestin infrastructure, we are
also creating jobs in construction
across the country. Then you need
to have social security schemes.
Youneed toinvestin the health in-
frastructure because thatis where
alotof people’s household budg-
ets go out of line. How do you in-
sulate the common man from
these kinds of shacks which they
cannot bear? | think Ayushman
Bharat scheme is a good one in
some sense as it provides some in-
surance. We have more insurance
schemes more facilities available
on health and education to the
common man and that's where
the government has arole to play.

Private sector will play a role,
butwe will again cater to adiffer-
entsegmentofsociety. think CSR
cannot be a substitute for govern-
ment role in many of these areas.
Consumption cannot be driven
only by the rich. 1t has to be driven
by the broader part of the pyra-
mid, so they need to be supported.
Similarly for MSMEs. So while the
large companies may dowell,ina
more formal economy, we need
to have the support systemorthe
MSME sector so that to help them.

But size alone is not a sign of
richness of prosperity. There are
so many world class MSMESs in
India. If you look at it in countries
like Germany, Italy, Korea, etc,
there are some MSMEs who are
very dominant in the segments
that they operated, very technol-
ogy intensive, very customer in-
tensive, very quality focused. We
also need tocreate thatecosystem
of world class MSMEs in India.

Fullinterview on
www.indianexpress.com



