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MENTAL DISABILITY: SC SETS ASIDE DISCIPLINARY ACTION 

JUDGMENT NOTED FOR PRO MENTAL HEALTH 

 The Supreme Court has held that disciplinary proceedings against a person with mental disability amounts to indirect 

discrimination. “The mental disability impairs the ability of persons to comply with workplace standards in comparison to 

their able-bodied counterparts.  

 Such persons suffer a disproportionate disadvantage due to the impairment and are more likely to be subjected to disciplinary 

proceedings. Thus, the initiation of disciplinary proceedings against persons with mental disabilities is a facet of indirect 

discrimination,” a Bench led by Justice D.Y. Chandrachud observed in a recent judgment.  

 The court held that such a person is protected under the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act provided the discrimination 

was triggered by the disability.  

NOTABLE JUDGEMENT 

 The judgment came in an appeal filed by Ravinder Kumar Dhariwal, an assistant commandant in Central Police Force, who 

was accused of using offensive language, of appearing in the media without prior approval and assault.  

 However, the court discovered that the appellant had a history of depression and categorised with up to 70% disability. 

Setting aside the disciplinary action against him, the court protected his pay and emoluments and gave the authorities the 

discretion to assign him a job which does not require use or control of fire arms. 

RIGHTS OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES ACT, 2016 

 The Rights of Persons with Disabilities Act, 2016 is the disability legislation passed by the Indian Parliament to fulfill its 

obligation to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, which India ratified in 2007 

 The Act replaced the existing Persons With Disabilities (Equal Opportunities, Protection of Rights and Full Participation) 

Act, 1995. 

 The Act become operational on 19 April 2017.  
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THE DISABLED AND THE CONSTITUTION 

The Constitution of India applies uniformly to every legal citizen of India, whether they are healthy or disabled in any way 

(physically or mentally) Under the Constitution the disabled have been guaranteed the following fundamental rights: 

1. The Constitution secures to the citizens including the disabled, a right of justice, liberty of thought, expression, belief, faith 

and worship, equality of status and of opportunity and for the promotion of fraternity. 

2. Article 15(1) enjoins on the Government not to discriminate against any citizen of India (including disabled) on the ground 

of religion, race, caste, sex or place of birth. 

3. Article 15 (2) States that no citizen (including the disabled) shall be subjected to any disability, liability, restriction or 

condition on any of the above grounds in the matter of their access to shops, public restaurants, hotels and places of public 

entertainment or in the use of wells, tanks, bathing ghats, roads and places of public resort maintained wholly or partly out 

of government funds or dedicated to the use of the general public. Women and children and those belonging to any socially 

and educationally backward classes or the Scheduled Castes & Tribes can be given the benefit of special laws or special 

provisions made by the State. 

4. There shall be equality of opportunity for all citizens (including the disabled) in matters relating to employment or 

appointment to any office under the State. 

5. No person including the disabled irrespective of his belonging can be treated as an untouchable. It would be an offence 

punishable in accordance with law as provided by Article 17 of the Constitution. 

6. Every person including the disabled has his life and liberty guaranteed under Article 21 of the Constitution. 

7. There can be no traffic in human beings (including the disabled), and beggar and other forms of forced labour is prohibited 

and the same is made punishable in accordance with law (Article 23). 

8. Article 24 prohibits employment of children (including the disabled) below the age of 14 years to work in any factory or 

mine or to be engaged in any other hazardous employment. Even a private contractor acting for the Government cannot 

engage children below 14 years of age in such employment. 

9. Article 25 guarantees to every citizen (including the disabled) the right to freedom of religion. Every disabled person (like 

the non-disabled) has the freedom of conscience to practice and propagate his religion subject to proper order, morality and 

health. 
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10. No disabled person can be compelled to pay any taxes for the promotion and maintenance of any particular religion or 

religious group. 

11. No Disabled person will be deprived of the right to the language, script or culture which he has or to which he belongs. 

12. Every disabled person can move the Supreme Court of India to enforce his fundamental rights and the rights to move the 

Supreme Court is itself guaranteed by Article 32. 

13. No disabled person owning property (like the non-disabled) can be deprived of his property except by authority of law 

though right to property is not a fundamental right. Any unauthorized deprivation of property can be challenged by suit and 

for relief by way of damages. 

14. Every disabled person (like the non-disabled) on attainment of 18 years of age becomes eligible for inclusion of his name 

in the general electoral roll for the territorial constituency to which he belongs. 

EDUCATION LAW FOR THE DISABLED 

 The right to education is available to all citizens including the disabled. Article 29(2) of the Constitution provides that no 

citizen shall be denied admission into any educational institution maintained by the State or receiving aid out of State funds 

on the ground of religion, race, caste or language. 

 Article 45 of the Constitution directs the State to provide free and compulsory education for all children (including the 

disabled) until they attain the age of 14 years. No child can be denied admission into any education institution maintained 

by the State or receiving aid out of State funds on the ground of religion, race, caste or language. 

HEALTH LAWS 

 Article 47 of the constitution imposes on the Government a primary duty to raise the level of nutrition and standard of living 

of its people and make improvements in public health - particularly to bring about prohibition of the consumption of 

intoxicating drinks and drugs which are injurious toone’s health except for medicinal purposes. 

 The health laws of India have many provisions for the disabled. Some of the Acts which make provision for health of the 

citizens including the disabled may be seen in the Mental Health Act, 1987. 

 

NATIONAL DISASTER RESPONSE FORCE 
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 The National Disaster Response Force (NDRF) is an Indian specialized force constituted "for the purpose of special response 

to a threatening disaster situation or disaster" under the Disaster Management Act, 2005.  

 The "Apex Body for Disaster Management"in India is the National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA). The Chairman 

of the NDMA is the Prime Minister 

 The responsibility of managing disasters in India is that of the State Government. The ‘Nodal Ministry’ in the central 

government for management of natural disasters is the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA). 

 When 'calamities of severe nature' occur, the Central Government is responsible for providing aid and assistance to the 

affected state, including deploying, at the State's request, of Armed Forces, Central Paramilitary Forces, National Disaster 

Response Force (NDRF), and such communication, air and other assets, as are available and needed. 

 National Disaster Response Force (NDRF) is under the National Disaster Management Authority. The head of the NDRF is 

designated as Director General. The Director Generals of NDRF are IPS officers on deputation from Indian police 

organizations. Director General is a three-star officer. 

 The NDRF is a top-heavy organization which in addition to the Director General has several Inspector Generals (IG) and 

Deputy IGs, who are flag officers and wear badges of rank. 
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 COMPOSITION 

 National Disaster Response Force (NDRF) is a force of 16 battalions, 

organized on para-military lines, and manned by persons on deputation 

from the para-military forces of India: three Border Security Force, three 

Central Reserve Police Force, two Central Industrial Security Force, two 

Indo-Tibetan Border Police and two Sashastra Seema Bal. The total 

strength of each battalion is approximately 1149. Each battalion is 

capable of providing 18 self-contained specialist search and rescue teams 

of 45 personnel each including engineers, technicians, electricians, dog 

squads and medical/paramedics 

 

FUNCTIONAL PARAMETERS 

 The aim of the National Disaster Management Authority is to build a 

safer and disaster resilient India by developing a holistic, proactive, 

multi-disaster and technology driven strategy for disaster management. This has to be achieved through a culture of 

prevention, mitigation and preparedness to generate a prompt and efficient response at the time of disasters. This national 

vision inter alia, aims at inculcating a culture of preparedness among all stakeholders. 

 NDRF has proved its importance in achieving this vision by highly skilled rescue and relief operations, regular and intensive 

training and re-training, familiarization exercises within the area of responsibility of respective NDRF Battalions, carrying 

out mock drills and joint exercises with the various stakeholders. 

STATE DISASTER RESPONSE FUND (SDRF) 

 The State Disaster Response Fund (SDRF) is the primary fund available with States for disaster response and is constituted 

under Section 48 of the Disaster Management Act, 2005 (DM Act). 

http://www.ndma.gov.in/images/ndma-pdf/DM_act2005.pdf
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 The SDRF is used for meeting expenditures for providing immediate relief to the victims of cyclone, drought, earthquake, 

fire, flood, tsunami, hailstorm, landslide, 

avalanche, cloud burst, pest attack, and frost 

and cold wave. Besides, for providing 

immediate relief to the victims of State-

specific disaster within the local context, 

which are not included in the list of the 

above notified natural calamities, Ministry 

of Home Affairs has authorized the State 

Governments to incur an expenditure of 

10% of funds available under SDRF, subject 

to the procedures laid down therein. This 

flexibility is applicable only after the state 

has listed the natural disasters for inclusion 

and has notified clear and transparent 

guidelines for relief, in case such disasters occur. 

 Any amount spent by the state for such disasters over and above the specified ceiling would have to be borne out of its own 

resources and it would be subject to the same accounting norms. 

 If the amount available under the SDRF is not sufficient, states can request for making available assistance from a similar 

fund managed by the central Government - National Disaster Response Fund (NDRF). 

 The financial assistance from SDRF/NDRF is for providing immediate relief and is not compensation for loss/damage to 

properties /crops[1]. Further, the provision for disaster preparedness, restoration, reconstruction and mitigation are not a part 

of SDRF (The DM Act specifies that for such activities a separate fund called Disaster Mitigation Fund has to be constituted). 

http://mha.nic.in/
http://mha.nic.in/
http://arthapedia.in/index.php?title=National_Disaster_Response_Fund_(NDRF)
http://www.arthapedia.in/index.php?title=State_Disaster_Response_Fund_(SDRF)#ref1


 

8 | P a g e  

However, 5% of the annual allocation to SDRF can be kept for specified capacity building activities by the states in the area 

of disaster management. 

 The norms of assistance, is reviewed comprehensively after the award of successive Finance Commissions, taking into 

account various factors, including the price rise. 

 The Disaster Management Act, 2005 mandates that States shall constitute SDRF once the constitution of the State Disaster 

Management Authority is notified. 

SOURCE OF FINANCING SDRF 

 The hitherto existing calamity relief Fund (CRF) / Disaster Relief Funds with the state Government was renamed as State 

Disaster Response Fund (SDRF) by the 13th Finance Commission and the balance in the former was merged with SDRF 

with effect from 1 April 2010. 

 While the DM Act clearly provides two sources of financing the NDRF, no source has been laid down for the SDRF. It is 

implied that the corpus of the SDRF will be the grant recommended by the Finance Commission (FC) under Article 275 (1) 

of the Constitution. 

 Thus, financing of the SDRF is based on the recommendations of the Finance Commissions, which determine the annual 

size of the Funds as well as the respective contributions of the Union and State Governments 

 Since financial year 2010-11, the Union Government has been financing the NDRF through the levy of a cess and the SDRF 

as grants-in-aid.  

FEATURES OF SDRF 

 SDRF is located in the ‘Public Account’ under ‘Reserve Fund’. (But direct expenditures are not made from Public 

Account.) 

 State Government has to pay interest on a half yearly basis to the funds in SDRF, at the rate applicable to overdrafts. 

http://www.arthapedia.in/index.php?title=Finance_commission
http://arthapedia.in/index.php?title=Calamity_Relief_Funds_(CRF)
http://indiacode.nic.in/coiweb/welcome.html
http://indiacode.nic.in/coiweb/welcome.html
http://www.arthapedia.in/index.php?title=Finance_commission
http://www.arthapedia.in/index.php?title=Public_Accounts
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 The aggregate size of the SDRF for each state, for each year, is as per the recommendations of the Finance Commission. 

 Government of India (GoI) used to contribute in the form of a non-plan grant, made in two instalments - in June and 

December. The balance was contributed by the state government within 15 days from the receipt of central share. (If the 

state government delays its contribution, interest rate at the rate of bank rate will have to be paid for the number of days 

of delay) . 

 Currently the allocation pattern is 90:10 (center : state) for all states. 

 The share of GoI to the SDRF is treated as a ‘grant in aid’. 

 Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) can recommend an earlier release of 25% of the central share due to a state in the 

following year, if the exigencies of the particular calamity so warrants. This advance release is adjusted against future 

instalments due from the center. 

 The financing of relief measures out of SDRF are decided by the State Executive Committee (SEC) constituted under 

Section 20 of the DM Act. SEC is responsible for the overall administration of the SDRF. However, the administrative 

expenses of SEC are borne by the State Government from its normal budgetary provisions and not from the SDRF or 

NDRF. 

 The norms regarding the amount to be incurred on each approved item of expenditure (type of disaster) are fixed by the 

Ministry of Home Affairs with the concurrence of Ministry of Finance. Any excess expenditure has to be borne out of the 

budget of the state government. 

 If state Government additional financial assistance is required from National Disaster Response Fund ((NDRF) they have 

to submit a memorandum for the same and in the mean time utilize contingency fund of the State, if SDRF is exhausted. 

 State Government has to furnish to Ministry of Home Affairs twice in a year –in the months of April and October-, the 

details of amount credited to SDRF along with the expenditures incurred and balance available in the SDRF. Further, an 

Annual Report has to be submitted in September based on which the December instalment of the central government is 

released. 

 Comptroller and Auditor General of India (CAG) audit the SDRF every year. 

http://www.arthapedia.in/index.php?title=Finance_commission
http://www.arthapedia.in/index.php?title=Bank_Rate
http://www.cag.gov.in/
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BACKGROUND 

 A dedicated fund for calamity relief was first recommended by the 9th Finance Commission (FC-IX; submitted its report in 

1990).  

 

INDIAN DESERT CAT SPOTTED IN PANNA TIGER RESERVE 

 An Indian desert cat has been spotted for the first time in Madhya Pradesh’s Panna Tiger Reserve (PTR), a senior forest 

official claimed. 

 “A tourist has shared the pictures taken by him of an Indian desert cat in the reserve's Akola buffer zone of the reserve 

recently during the night safari,” PTR’s field director Uttam Kumar Sharma said on Saturday. 

 As the name suggests, this cat is found in deserts and can survive without water. The toes of the species have cushion like 

hair which help it balance the fluctuating desert temperatures, the official said. 

 He said the presence of this wild cat was not reported in the PTR’s records earlier. 

 He said earlier, the presence of a desert cat was recorded in the State’s Nauradehi sanctuary. 

 The official also said the presence of the desert cat in the PTR indicates that the number of species of various wild animals 

is increasing in the reserve due to security being heightened in its forest areas. 

 In August this year, a fishing cat, one of the endangered animals in India, was spotted in the PTR, State Government officials 

earlier said. 

THAR DESERT EXPANDING FAST WITH LAND DEGRADATION, FINDS 

STUDY 

 Along with the gradual destruction of the Aravali ranges, the mighty Thar desert in western Rajasthan is expanding fast 

because of migration of people, changes in the rainfall pattern, spread of sand dunes and unscientific plantation drives. The 
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degradation of land is posing a threat to the desert ecology, while the climate change has contributed to the spread of arid 

region. 

 With these findings, a study on desertification of Thar region conducted by the Central University of Rajasthan has predicted 

that the sandstorms from the desert will travel as far as the National Capital Region (NCR) in the years to come. The 

sandstorms will become intense with the erosion of Aravali hills, which act as a ‘natural green wall’ between the desert and 

the plains. 

 The study was undertaken as part of an assessment of the environmentally sensitive areas within the framework of the UN 

Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD). The scientists associated with the project studied the climate and 

vegetation in Thar, which is the word’s ninth largest hot subtropical desert, to understand the desertification process. 

 

LOSS OF ARAVALIS 

 “The suspended particles from the arid region are contributing to air pollution in NCR. The sandstorms will hit this area 

because of the desert expanding in the eastern direction,” Laxmi Kant Sharma of the Central University of Rajasthan’s School 

of Earth Sciences said. 

 Since no mechanism has evolved so far to control the spread of sand dunes, the desertification will make an impact on the 

Aravali ranges’ northern part as an ecotonal area, acting as transition zone between the ecological systems. Dr. Sharma said 

the over-exploitation of resources had led to reduction in vegetation cover in the areas adjacent to the Thar desert, 

contributing to its expansion beyond four districts in western Rajasthan. 

 The study, which focused on Barmer, Jaisalmer, Bikaner and Jodhpur districts covering more than 50% of Thar desert, found 

that Jodhpur, situated near the Aravali hills, had witnessed a slow speed of desertification. It also found that the vegetation 

cover and waterbodies had increased in the area in the last 46 years and the complex sand region had decreased by 4.98%. 

 Dr. Sharma said new plans should be evolved for conservation of the Aravali ranges to stop the desertification towards 

eastern parts of the State. The study was published recently in the prestigious Journal of Arid Environments. 

THAR DESERT 
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 Thar Desert, also called Great Indian Desert, arid region of rolling sand hills on 

the Indian subcontinent. It is located partly in Rajasthan state, northwestern India, 

and partly in Punjab and Sindh (Sind) provinces, eastern Pakistan.  

 The Thar Desert covers some 77,000 square miles (200,000 square km) of 

territory. It is bordered by the irrigated Indus River plain to the west, the Punjab 

Plain to the north and northeast, the Aravalli Range to the southeast, and the Rann 

of Kachchh to the south. The subtropical desert climate there results from 

persistent high pressure and subsidence at that latitude. The prevailing southwest 

monsoon winds that bring rain to much of the subcontinent in summer tend to 

bypass the Thar to the east. The name Thar is derived from thul, the general term 

for the region’s sand ridges. 

LAND  

 The Thar’s desert sands overlie Archean (early Precambrian) gneiss (metamorphic rocks formed between 4 billion and 2.5 

billion years ago), Proterozoic (later Precambrian) sedimentary rocks (formed about 2.5 billion to 541 million years ago), 

and more-recent alluvium (material deposited by rivers). The surface consists of aeolian (wind-deposited) sand that has 

accumulated over the past 1.8 million years. 

 The desert presents an undulating surface, with high and low sand dunes separated by sandy plains and low barren hills, or 

bhakars, which rise abruptly from the surrounding plains. The dunes are in continual motion and take on varying shapes and 

sizes. Older dunes, however, are in a semi-stabilized or stabilized condition, and many rise to a height of almost 500 feet 

(150 metres) above the surrounding areas. Several playas (saline lake beds), locally known as dhands, are scattered 

throughout the region. 

 The soils consist of several main groups—desert soils, red desertic soils, sierozems (brownish gray soils), the red and yellow 

soils of the foothills, the saline soils of the depressions, and the lithosols (shallow weathered soils) and regosols (soft loose 

https://cdn.britannica.com/84/176884-050-92E78583/Thar-Desert.jpg
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soils) found in the hills. All those soils are predominantly coarse-textured, well-drained, 

and calcareous (calcium-bearing). A thick accumulation of lime often occurs at varying 

depths. The soils are generally infertile and, because of severe wind erosion, are 

overblown with sand. 

 The amount of annual rainfall in the desert is generally low, ranging from about 4 inches 

(100 mm) or less in the west to about 20 inches (500 mm) in the east. Precipitation amounts 

fluctuate widely from year to year. About 90 percent of the total annual rainfall occurs 

during the season of the southwest monsoon, from July to September. During other 

seasons the prevailing wind is the dry northeast monsoon. May and June are the hottest 

months of the year, with temperatures rising to 122 °F (50 °C). During January, the coldest 

month, the mean minimum temperature ranges between 41 and 50 °F (5 and 10 °C), and 

frost is frequent. Dust storms and dust-raising winds, often blowing with velocities of 87 to 93 miles (140 to 150 km) per 

hour, are common in May and June. 

 The desert vegetation is mostly herbaceous or stunted scrub; drought-resistant trees occasionally dot the landscape, especially 

in the east. On the hills, gum arabic acacia and euphorbia may be found. The khajri (or khejri) tree (Prosopis cineraria) grows 

throughout the plains. 

 The thinly populated grasslands support blackbucks, chikara (gazelles), and some feathered game, notably francolins 

(partridges) and quail. Among the migratory birds, sand grouse, ducks, and geese are common. The desert is also the home 

of the endangered great bustard. 

 

UNITED NATIONS CONVENTION TO COMBAT 

DESERTIFICATION 

 The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in Those Countries Experiencing Serious Drought and/or 

Desertification, Particularly in Africa (UNCCD) is a Convention to combat desertification and mitigate the effects of drought 
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through national action programs that incorporate long-term strategies supported by international cooperation and partnership 

arrangements. 

 The Convention, the only convention stemming from a direct recommendation of the Rio Conference's Agenda 21, was 

adopted in Paris, France, on 17 June 1994 and entered into force in December 1996. It is the only internationally legally 

binding framework set up to address the problem of desertification. The Convention is based on the principles of 

participation, partnership and decentralization—the backbone of Good Governance and Sustainable Development. It has 197 

parties, making it near universal in reach. 

 To help publicise the Convention, 2006 was declared "International Year of Deserts and Desertification" but debates have 

ensued regarding how effective the International Year was in practice 

STATES PARTIES 

 The UNCCD has been ratified by the European Union and 196 states: all 193 UN member states, the State of Palestine, the 

Cook Islands, and Niue. 

 The Holy See (Vatican City) is the only state that is not a party to the convention that is eligible to accede to it. 

SECRETARIAT 

 The permanent Secretariat of the UNCCD was established during the first Conference of the parties (COP 1) held in Rome 

in 1997. It has been located in Bonn, Germany, since January 1999, and moved from its first Bonn address in Haus Carstanjen 

to the new UN Campus in July 2006. 

 UNCCD activities are coordinated with the secretariats of other relevant international bodies and conventions, like those of 

the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD). 

CONFERENCE OF THE PARTIES 

 The Conference of the Parties (COP) oversees the implementation of the Convention. It is established by the Convention as 

the supreme decision-making body, and it comprises all ratifying governments.  
 

UNDERSTANDING THE U.S. STRATEGY OF ‘ASIA PIVOT’ 
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 The story so far: The U.S. Secretary of State Antony Blinken is currently on his maiden trip across Southeast Asia, which 

includes meetings in Indonesia, Malaysia and Thailand, a visit that signals Washington’s sustained interest in having strong 

ties with countries in the region even as tensions with China continue to mount across different policy issues. With the world 

gradually emerging from the worst of the COVID-19 pandemic, including economically paralysing lockdowns in many parts 

of Asia, the administration of U.S. President Joe Biden looks to be re emphasising what was under his Democratic 

predecessor Barack Obama described as the ‘Asia pivot’ or ‘regional rebalancing.’ Under this strategic approach Washington 

would seek to deepen ties with likeminded Asian nations, while the unstated goal of balancing the aggressive rise of China 

as a regional hegemon would very much be a driving force shaping the nature of the parleys. 

  A wide range of policy subjects are included within the framework of this strategic thrust, including maritime security, 

technology, public health and biosecurity, trade and investment and climate change, to mention some of the important ones.  

However, matters took a different direction under Donald Trump, Mr. Biden’s immediate predecessor, who set off a bruising 

trade tariff war, leading to countervailing tariffs by Beijing, a process that caused economic pain on both sides. Now, the 

tone adopted by Mr. Blinken and his team appears to be a softer one, focussing more on economic competition with China 

rather than strategic confrontation.  

 

WHAT SPECIFIC GOALS IS WASHINGTON PURSUING IN ASIA 

 If Mr. Blinken’s initial speech at Universitas Indonesia in Jakarta could be considered indicative of the Biden 

administration’s goals, it includes a focus on soft power to forge agreements in areas of policy such as maritime cooperation 

and education and Peace Corps exchanges. 

  The White House is also clearly seeking to leverage the opportunities for cooperation and international assistance that have 

opened during the pandemic, including as regarding vaccine supply. In this context Mr. Blinken noted that Washington had 

already donated 300 million coronavirus vaccines to the Indo-Pacific region, which amounted to around 30% of its global 

contribution. He also vowed that the Biden administration would continue to invest billions of dollars in public health 

systems. Highlighting the difference in some contexts, Mr. Blinken underscored that the vaccines provided by the U.S. were 

given “with no strings attached,” and were highly effective. His statement in this regard is salient given reports in some 

quarters that millions of doses supplied by Chinese corporations to other nations have in some cases been found to be 

ineffective against the Delta variant.  
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 On the positive side, the U.S. agenda for Asia is sharply focused on advocating for human rights. Mr. Biden recently 

conducted a ‘Democracy Summit’ that noticeably excluded China, Russia, and other nations in South Asia such as 

Bangladesh. While there is no mistaking the political statement behind the invitation list for the Summit, it could serve as a 

useful basis on which to highlight rights violations worldwide especially if the platform is further institutionalised and 

operationalised in the years ahead. 

 WHAT ARE THE MAJOR CHALLENGES FACING U.S. STRATEGIC POLICY IN ASIA? 

 The major challenge for Washington is on the economic front, where it is seen as lacking a broad Asia economic strategy. 

Contrarily, China’s trade with every country across the Indo-Pacific region almost uniformly surpasses U.S. trade with the 

same.  Reports have noted that in Southeast Asia, two-way trade with China touched $685 billion in 2020, “more than double 

that of the region’s trade with the U.S.” ASEAN nations looking for more on the economic cooperation front from the Biden 

administration may come away disappointed , especially as the U.S. is not party to the two mega-trade pacts in Asia, the 

Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) and the Comprehensive and Progressive Agreement for Trans-

Pacific Partnership (CPTPP). Meanwhile, China has steamed ahead across the region, mostly on the wings of its Belt and 

Road Initiative, which focuses on construction of infrastructure including roads, railways, and ports. Laos, Vietnam, and 

Indonesia, for example, have in recent months completed such infrastructure projects with financial support from Beijing, 

including high-speed railways, metro lines, dams, highways, and power plants. A second key challenge relates to China’s 

aggressive actions in the South China Sea, and its fraught relationship with Taiwan. Beijing is alleged to have deployed anti 

ship and surface-to-air missiles in this sensitive arena, disregarding a decision in 2016 of an international tribunal that China’s 

claim over most of (the South China Sea) did not have any historical or legal basis.  

 Similarly, Beijing has periodically flown warplanes over Taiwan, leading to alarm bells in the West, particularly in 

Washington. Unlike the rhetoric of the Trump administration, however, Mr. Biden’s White House has been clear that it 

would prefer not to force Asian nations to choose between the U.S. and China as partners for economic and strategic 

cooperation; rather, Mr. Blinken’s message appears to be that the U.S.’s economic competitiveness and technological edge 

ought to convince his interlocutors that it is the partner of choice.  Now it is up to Asian nations driven by variegated strategic 

imperatives to decide on this complex issue. 
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CAN INDIA BECOME A TECHNOLOGY LEADER? 

A strengthened public sector will create more opportunities for private businesses 

 Every time a technology giant chooses an India-born techie as its leader, there is a justifiable swelling of pride in the country, 

but also some disappointment. Despite having so many celebrated technologists around the world, 

 WHY IS INDIA STILL NOT A MAJOR PLAYER IN TECHNOLOGY 

  India has the potential to occupy the upper echelons of the global technology ladder if only it identifies its shortcomings 

and acts upon them urgently. The popular narrative is that India’s failures are linked to its inability to make use of the 

market-driven growth opportunities. The country’s earlier commitment to planning and the public sector continues to 

damage its chances, so the argument goes, even after the 1991 economic reforms. And so, the talented left the country in 

droves for the U.S. Indeed, as of 2019, there were 2.7 million Indian immigrants in the U.S. They are among the most 

educated and professionally accomplished communities in that country 

AN INVISIBLE HAND  

 No doubt, the U.S. is a country of fabled opportunities. However, what is less known is than an invisible hand of the 

government has been there to prop up each of the so-called triumphs of enterprise and the free market. Research by Mariana 

Mazzucato shows that the state  has been crucial to the introduction of the new generation of technologies, including the 

computers, the Internet, and the nanotech industry 

  Public sector funding developed the algorithm that eventually led to Google’s success and helped discover the molecular 

antibodies that provided the foundation for biotechnology. In these successful episodes, the governmental agencies were 

proactive in identifying and supporting the more uncertain phases of the research, which a risk-averse private sector would 

not have entered into.  

 The role of the government has been even more prominent in shaping the economic growth of China, which is racing with 

the U.S. for supremacy in technology. A little over a decade earlier, China was known for its low-wage manufacturing. 

Even while being hailed as the ‘factory of the world’, China had been stuck at the low value-adding segments of the global 

production networks, earning only a  fraction of the price of the goods it manufactured. However, as part of a 2011 



 

18 | P a g e  

government plan, it has made successful forays into ‘new strategic industries’ such as alternative fuel cars and renewable 

energy. 

THE CHINESE EXPERIENCE 

 China’s achievements came not because it turned ‘capitalist’, but instead by combining the strengths of the public sector, 

markets and globalisation. China’s state-owned enterprises (SOEs) were seen as inefficient and bureaucratic. However, 

rather than privatising them or letting them weaken with neglect, the Chinese state restructured the SOEs. 

  On the one hand, the state retreated from light manufacturing and export oriented sectors, leaving the field open for the 

private sector. 

  On the other, SOEs strengthened their presence in strategically important sectors such as petrochemicals and 

telecommunication as well as in technologically dynamic industries such as electronics and machinery. 

 When India inaugurated planning and industrialisation in the early 1950s, it was possibly the most ambitious of such 

initiatives in the developing world. Public sector funding of the latest technologies of the time including space and atomic 

research and the establishment of institutions such as the Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs) were among the hallmarks 

of that eff ort. Many of these institutions have over the years attained world class standards. 

  The growth of information technology and pharmaceutical industries has been the fastest in Bengaluru and Hyderabad. 

However, the roadblocks to progress have been many, including India’s poor achievements in school education. In 1991, 

when India embraced markets and globalisation, it should have redoubled efforts to strengthen its technological capabilities. 

Instead, the spending on research and development as a proportion of GDP declined in India from 0.85% in 1990- 91 to 

0.65% in 2018. In contrast, this proportion increased over the years in China and South Korea to reach 2.1% and 4.5%, 

respectively, by 2018. 

SUPPLY AND DEMAND FACTORS DESPITE THE SETBACKS, 

 India still possesses favourable supply and demand factors that can propel it into the frontlines of technology. The number 

of persons enrolled for tertiary education in India (35.2 million in 2019) is way ahead of the corresponding numbers in all 

other countries except China. Further, graduates from STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) 

programmes as a proportion of all graduates was 32.2% for India in 2019, one of the highest among all countries (UNESCO 
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data). Without doubt, India needs to sharply increase its public spending to improve the quality of and access to higher 

education. 

  An overwhelming proportion of tertiary students in India are enrolled in private institutions: it was 60% for those enrolled 

for a bachelor’s degree in 2017, while the average for G20 countries was 33%, according to OECD. India — which will 

soon have twice the number of Internet users as in the U.S. — is a large market for all kinds of new technologies.  

 While this presents a huge opportunity, the domestic industry has not yet managed to derive the benefits. For instance, the 

country is operating far below its potential in electronic manufacturing. Electronic goods and components are the second 

largest item, after oil, in India’s import bill. Also, the country’s imports are almost five times its exports in this industry 

(based on 2020-21 data). High-value electronic components needed in the manufacture of, say, mobile phones are 

technology- and design-intensive.  

 Big multinational companies control these technologies and corner the bulk of the revenues. China has used its large market 

size as a bargaining chip in negotiations with the foreign firms: stay in our markets only if you localise production and 

share technologies with the local firms. Meanwhile, there have been aggressive efforts to enhance China’s own 

technological strengths through its research institutions and SOEs. The ‘Make in India’ initiative will have to go beyond 

increasing the ‘ease of business’ for private industry. Indian industry needs to deepen and broaden its technological 

capabilities. This will happen only if universities and public institutions in the country are strengthened and emboldened to 

enter areas of technology development for which the private sector may have neither the resources nor the patience.  

 Over the last three decades, PSUs in India have been judged mainly on the short-term fiscal benefits they bring. Instead, 

they should be valued for their potential long-term contributions to economic growth,  the technologies they can create, and 

the strategic and knowledge assets they can build. A strengthened public sector will create more opportunities for private 

businesses and widen the entrepreneurial base. Small and medium entrepreneurs will flourish when there are mechanisms 

for the diffusion of publicly created technologies, along with greater availability of bank credit and other forms of 

assistance. The next big story about Indian prowess does not have to be from the U.S., but could come from thousands of 

such entrepreneurs in far-flung corners of the country. 
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