Grassroots Reachout and Networking in India on Trade and Economics

(GRANITE)

CUTS Centre for International Trade, Economics & Environment (CUTS-CITEE) is implementing this project in association with a number of civil society organisations in different states. The objective is to develop long-term capacity of Indian civil society organisations and others to comprehend and articulate on issues of globalisation and economic liberalization and their relationship with development and poverty reduction. The target audience is civil society groups and other organisations, media persons, opinion makers, government officials, etc. The following is a report of the workshop organised in Bhopal on 10th August, 2002, in association with National Centre for Human Settlements & Environment (NCHSE).

INAUGURAL 
Mr. Pradeep S. Mehta (PSM) of CUTS, Jaipur, 

Mr. M. N. Buch (MNB) of NCHSE, Bhopal 

Mr. V. S. Rekhi (VSR), Director, National Law University, Bhopal.

Mr. Pradeep S Mehta made a brief introduction of CUTS and its journey since 1984. He then went on to explain the rationale behind initiating the GRANITE programme.  One of the main reasons for initiating this programme he said was to help in increasing the level of awareness amongst NGOs about trade and economic issues, which is quite poor in the country. He mentioned that given the globalisation era, it is vital for civil society organisations to build their capacities on such crucial issues so that interest of common citizen could be served in a better manner. Mehta added that the vision of the GRANITE project is to build a strong India, where every Indian can walk with confidence, and that no one is poor. We need to build self-confidence and inculcate self-esteem among our people, he emphasised.

The session saw expressions of, in various forms, describing the depressing status quo of existing governance system as well as lethargy and resistance towards a change in the situation. Some examples were used to explain; to what extent the governance system is unwilling to devolve or abdicate its undesired hegemony is various functional areas such as provision of services. It was mentioned that the present system has failed to provide even basic needs to the people on one hand, and also looks with extreme suspicion to any private participation same time. 

It was argued that it is not the government’s business to do business but to govern. However exceptions would include security issues and infrastructure areas, where private investment is low. And good governance includes: having people friendly policies, transparency, non-discriminatory legal system backed with good order, accountability, and equal opportunities for progress, among others.  

Panelists were of the view that the world is changing at a fast pace and that require changing roles as well. The government needs to adapt to dynamic situations to respond to emerging opportunities and threats in best possible manner so that interests of majority of people could be taken care of to the best extent possible. 

Competition & Consumer Concerns in Power Sector in India-Issues & Challenges in Power Sector Reforms
Chair: Mr. Vinayak Pandey of CUTS, Jaipur 

Speakers: Mr. Iqbal Hussain, Member, State Electricity Regulatory Commission Madhya 

    Pradesh,

                Dr. P. L. Nene, Former Chairman, M.P.State Electricity Board 

                Mr. Yogendra Pathak, Retd. General Manager, Bharat Heavy Electricals 

    Limited Bhopal 

Since electricity is one product, which is consumed by everyone, the discussion was very lively and vocal. As expected, all the participants as well as discussants unanimously agreed for a positive change in the pathetic scenario in the power sector. The current status vis-a-vis the power was termed as unsustainable coupled with high degree of consumer dissatisfaction. 

There were some interesting arguments with the member of the regulatory commission about the whole issue of captive power generation as well as the mechanisms for ensuring that the utilities are supplying the quality of services. Some issues which emerged from the discussions were:

· firstly, huge amount of investments and professional orientation is an immediate imperative to overhaul the power sector, 

· secondly, it is vital to have relatively young and professionally qualified regulators who will have the energy to take on challenges as well as knowledge and skills. To support the latter, argument was put forth that appointing a retired bureaucrat as regulator, which is happening at present, is almost a guarantee to keep on with the status quo, given the traditional government style of functioning. 

Apart from the quality of services, affordability of services by poor people was another major concern that was discussed at length. More or less discussants were of the view that reforms are essential but appropriate safety nets are very much required so that interests of poorest of the poor could be well taken care of. However such arrangements need to be well targeted to ensure that only deserving people receive it. 

About the whole issue of subsidies, it was realized that the competence of industry is adversely affected because of overburdened industrial tariffs as a result of cross subsidising, among others. Now the time has come all of us should realize that free lunches could no longer be sustained.

It was also discussed that, while increasing the access of electricity to poor, other than transmission & distribution losses,  the cost of power generation is another constraint which can be well addressed by having appropriate mix of the modes of power generation as well as the fuel mix. 

Economic Reforms in India –WTO Opportunities and Challenges    
Chair: Mr. Pradeep S. Mehta, CUTS, Jaipur 

Speakers: Dr. KSRVS Chalam, Economic Advisor, Finance Deptt, State Government of 

                Madhya Pradesh

    Dr. R. S. Tiwari, Director, Satellite Communication Systems, Academy of

    Administration, Bhopal

    Mr. Vig, Reserve Bank of India, Bhopal 

The discussion was extremely interesting as it was a debate on Globalisation and Liberalisation, pursuant to the WTO regime. The participants put forth some very concrete arguments.  Dr. Tiwari was apprehensive about the perceived adverse implications of the WTO regime to India. In his opinion, as a result of liberalisation, the poor are becoming poorer and the gap between the poor and the rich is expanding as well. He also argued that because of multinational companies taking over the business, the SSI sector is shrinking very fast. 

Countering the arguments, PSM said that data shows that the absolute number of SSIs is increasing actually, however some of inefficient units in some of the areas may have closed down, but that could be for several other reasons than competitiveness. As far as the extent of poverty is concerned, recent reports say that it’s not increasing rather it is coming down. Actually what is required is that, as a nation we need to tap the opportunities in the new world order and strategise on our strengths.  

Participants also argued that why should they, as consumers, keep on paying for inefficiencies of the industry in terms of higher price or inferior quality. 

A important observation, which emerged from the discussions was, there is much misinformation and misconception about WTO regime even among well educated people, leave aside the common man. Due to the poor availability of proper communication and sound information about the WTO regime people tend to blame it for almost all their problems, even if they are unrelated. Few examples were quoted during the discussions such as, in a leading business daily a news was published with the title ‘WTO has  made Tata to produce bus chassis’. The news item says that the Tata company is going in for low height bus chassis as against the earlier high truck chassis for passenger buses, because Volvo has now started producing bus chassis in India, which has got a better design. Actually this is nothing to do with WTO regime but the sheer outcome of competition, to the relief and safety of common passengers. This is one of many examples, which demonstrates the extent of the misinformation about the WTO regime.

It was felt by almost all the participants that there is an urgent need to first understand the WTO regime and than take either of the stand as it is not fair to have perceptions without knowing things actually. Further, many of the youngsters in the meeting felt that the WTO system is actually useful for India, rather than express a negative picture as some expressed. In this context a clear need for holding such programmes, more intensively and extensively, was expressed by the participants.

Competition and Consumer Concerns in the Communication Sector in India- Convergence in Communication  
Chair: Mr. G. Kumar, Chief Technical Officer, Reliance Info-com.

Speaker:  Mr. P. P Khare, Chief General Manager (Retd.), Bharat Sanchar Nigam Ltd

   Mr. Ajay Krishnan, Regional Director, AT&T, New Delhi 

There were three presentations, followed by open house discussions.The overlapping theme that dominated all the presentations was that, the match of technology and competition has started to bring about revolutionary changes in the  communications sector and this is one example to demonstrate that how competition can do wonders for the common consumers.

Ajay Krishna’s presentation was very lucid and covering some of success stories in India where the consumers, and society as a whole, reaping the benefits of competitive environment in market place. One such example quoted was of revolution in Indian telecom industry that facilitate to a great extent the process of Bangalore becoming the world class Information Technology center.

Regarding convergence, it was explained as to how the common man’s life style will be affected by technology convergence. This would, among others, ensure removal of multiplicity of electronic devices in an average home.

During open house discussions, the issue of regulatory capacity and competence arose again. It was reiterated that, it’s very crucial to have individuals with a perfect combination of experience and youth so that desired results could be achieved at greater pace. 

The extant of misinformation about WTO regime was again manifested here as Mr Ajay Krishna made a statement on India’s opening up of service sector due to the WTO compulsions, while the fact is that the WTO General Agreement on Services has the provision of liberalization by the country on a unilateral basis. This is another example, which reflects the extent of confusion as well as illusions about the new trade regime, even among highly educated professionals. (Note: Ajay Krishna was asked by PSM to send a copy of his presentation by email).
The Competition Bill- Importance and Pitfalls
1. At the outset a presentation was made by Mr. Vivek Agarwal, NCHSE, Bhopal that was followed by open house discussions.

2. Looking at the technicalities of the subject there were much speculation around the new law. Generally queries were on the line of comparative examination of the bill with the existing Monopolies & Restrictive Trade Practices (MRTP) Act. Participants were eager to understand as to how the proposed competition bill would make things better. 

3. It was clarified that the new bill is, in general, has a better consumer focus in approach compared to the MRTP Act, which was more of a licensing and control type of law.

4. There were interesting discussions regarding defining monopolies and restrictive trade practices and how to prove that happening in the market place. It was also clarified that under the new law will check abuse of dominance, rather than dominance per se. 

5. Cartelisation in Indian cement industry as well as famous Microsoft case in USA were also discussed in Indian perspective. 

The Way Forward 

· It was an almost unanimous outcome of the seminar that people realise the importance of change in today’s socio-economic scenario, if we have to progress.

· It was also realised that the existing model of governance has not succeeded,  so a  change in the approach is required. However there may be different opinions about ‘change to what?’ 

· Looking at the level and extent of misinformation about economic issues in the society, the WTO regime in particular, a clear need was felt to have intense efforts to build the capacity of the civil society on these issues. Participants were informed that the ongoing campaign of CUTS would go on to reach out and network the civil society in the country. 
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