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igitisation: India’s magic bullet
- 800 million on social grants
- 40 million houses built in 10 years

B Edward Mumbuu

I J ew Delhi - After 75 years of
independence, the world’s
fastest-growing economy
India looks to the next 25 years
with sheer ambition and optimism.
ThisistheviewofSubrahmanyam
Jaishankar, the country’s foremost
diplomat.

Jaishankar recently made these
observations during a roundtable
discussion with senior African
journalists and editors who were
onaweek-long familiarisation visit
to the Asian powerhouse, where he
also went to greatlengths to explain
“what makes India tick”.

It wasapparent from Jaishankar’s
supposition that the power of
using digital tech is India’s silver
bullet to economic growth and
development.

Digital power

“What happened with us is
that 10 years ago, we started this
practice by creating unique digital
identities for all our citizens. The
prime minister himselfunderstood
the value of everybody having a
digital identity. Then, we pushed
everybody to have their own bank

account. At thattime,alotof people
with verylowincomes did not have
bank accounts,and banks had rules
that you needed ‘so much’ money
to openabankaccount. We pushed
the banks, saying even if someone
has no money, open the account,”
the External Affairs Minister of
India narrated.

He added: “The result of these
kinds of pushes is that today, as
a government, when we want to
do something for our citizens,
we just ask ‘What’s your digital
ID number?’ Then I will check if
your digital ID number and bank
account number tally, and whether
it tallies with your phone number.
Once you have the system mapped
out, it enables the government to
deliver benefits and create a sort
of welfare society on a massive
proportion.”

The ever-candid Jaishankar did
not paint an all-glossy picture,
admitting that despite a booming
economy, atleast 800 million people
areon the country’ssocial safety net.

India’s population currently
stands at 1.4 billion, meaning more
than half its population receives
social grants.

“Interms of population, roughly
the African population is the
population of India, 1.4 billion.
We give every month 5kg of food
to 800 million people. What it has
done in the last few years, it has
ensured that nobody goes hungry
in this country.

“You would ask me, ‘what is the
difference?’ The difference would
be, before, I would send the food,
but there was no guarantee that we
arehungryand gotthefood. Maybe
the food stops with you, and you
sold it to somebody else. Today, it
helps because I [the government]
can verify through digital IDs.
Secondly, we transfer money
directly into the bank accounts of
these people. So, by making all the
adults and non-adults have bank
accounts, we make sure the money
goes to you personally”

The digital system has also
allowed the Indian government to
extend loans to at least 400 million
of its citizens.

“We'vealsobeenabletoincrease
health coverage in a similar way.
The government gives free health
or very subsidised health, which
covers a little over one-third of our
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population,” he added.

Whatismore, in thelast 10 years,
the country built 40 million houses
for its citizens.

“Our average household is five
people. Which means 200 million
in this country have got houses
which they did not have before,
and we verify exactly who got the
house. The houses are meant for
low-income families, so we know
who is and who is not eligible,
he said.

Another thing the Indian
government has done is creating
a conducive environment for
business by removing bureaucratic
bottlenecks, cutting regulations,
improving infrastructure and
synergising government
departments.

The journalists were drawn
from 15 countries. Namibia had
two representatives. India forecast
annual growth of 7.3% in the fiscal
year ending in March, the highest
rate of any of the major global
economies, providing a boost for
prime minister Narendra Modi
ahead of the national elections
scheduled to be held before May.

Analysts in that country agree
that growth exceeding 7% for a
third year in a row in the context
of a global slowdown would help
Modiwin a third term to rule Asia’s
third-largest economy.

“10 years ago, we were the
number 10 economy in the world.
Today, we are number five. We
can see the world has changed. We
can see the US today is different.
Europe is different and China,” he
continued.

Ties that bind

Onthelndia-Africarelationship,
Jaishankar had this to say: “We have
always regarded our relationship
with Africaasaunique relationship
because of a certain deep solidarity
that comes from our shared colonial
experience. In the last five years,
a very large number of the new
embassies we have opened are
mostly in Africa.

“Today, we have a diplomatic
presence in at least 43 African
countries. Our target was 47. We
have development projects in many
of them. For a lot of our African
partners, we would be among
the top five economic partners,
sometimes one, or two or three.

We see the rise of Africa as central
to the rebalancing of the world”

“In our view, the natural diversity
of the world, the natural balance
of the world, was impacted by the
colonial period. Until we really see
to some degree the revival of Asia,
until we see this happen to a lot
of the continents, the world is not
back to where it should be,” he said.

Introspection

Modi has also taken steps to
attract global companies, including
Apple and Japanese companies,
to set up factories in India, while
increasing spending to build
roads, ports and airports. India’s
agriculture, manufacturing, tech
development and pharmaceutical
industries form partofits economic
nerve centre.

“We have completed 75 years
of independence. Whenever you
have a kind of round number
[significant number], you typically
do an amount of introspection and
stocktaking, which is what we have
done. So, a lot of the debate in this
country right now is how have we
done, and what should we be doing
for the next 25 years,” Jaishankar
said. He continued: “The second is
thatin our own politics, the current
government led by prime minister
Modi, we are coming to 10 years in
office, two terms. We will be having
elections next year [this year], we
will see how that goes. But when you
do 10 years in office, it’s also a time
to look and see how you've done,
and what you would like to do”

Last year, India hosted the G-20
summit, which for Jaishankar was
their biggest event on the calendar.

The summit saw India fight tooth
and nail for the inclusion of the
African Union in the G-20.

“It [G-20] wasabigresponsibility
and a lot of complications which
came with that responsibility,
including how we would get these
20 countries to agree on something.
And we did manage to do that.
We were able to lead a substantive
G-20, which had many outcomes on
sustainable development growth,
in terms of addressing debt issues,
development issues, looking at
green growth. These were notable
achievements, also looking at the
permanent presence of the African
Union in the G-20,” he stated.
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