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Freebles could push Delhi to fiscal disaster

Despite repeated warnings from the Supreme
Court about the detrimental impact of freebies on
free and fair elections, political parties continue to
offer themlIn the din of blistering campaign in
Delhi with the central theme of major political
parties being on “freebies” - an acronym for
‘something given free of charge’ — it may be
worthwhile to remind them about two observa-
tions made by the Supreme Court (SC). In an
order in S Subramaniam Balaji vs the
Government of Tamil Nadu & Ors given in July
2013, the SC had observed that the distribution of
freebies of any kind influences all people. “It
shakes the root of free and fair elections to a large
degree.” A decade later, hearing a PIL on ‘free-
bies’, on January 25, 2022, it observed “This is no
doubt a serious issue, budget for freebies is going
above the regular Budget”. But, all this seems to
have fallen on deaf ears. The state elections held
since 2022 have witnessed political parties
intensely competing with each other to mesmerise
voters with a deadly combination of free goods
and services and cash assistance. These have
played a domineering role in winning elections. In
Delhi, the offers have reached their ‘NADIR’.
The starting point was an announcement by the
finance minister Atishi in the budget for 2024-25
reg. The Mukhyamantri Mahila Samman Yojana
(MMSY) under which, the Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP) government will give Rs 1000 per month
to all the women above the age of 18 in the
national capital. Meanwhile, the ex-Chief
Minister and convener of AAP Arvind Kejriwal
promised an increase in income support under the
MMSY to Rs 2,100 a month for every
woman.AAP has also promised free medical serv-
ices to all above 60 at all hospitals; financing for-
eign education for Dalit students; free bus travel
for all students; 50 per cent concession on metro
fares; life insurance cover of Rs 10 lakh, accident

insurance of Rs 5 lakh for all auto-rickshaw driv-
ers and e-rickshaw pullers; wedding aid of Rs 1
lakh for their daughters and free coaching for
their children; Rs 18,000 per month for all pujaris
and granthis etc.Not to be left behind, the BJP has
come up with a package that is far more lucrative.
It has promised Rs 2,500 a month to women under
Mahila Samridhi Yojana (MSY); Rs 21,000 to
pregnant women; LPG cylinders for Rs 500 and
free cylinder on Holi and Diwali; a stipend of Rs
1000 a month to SC students pursuing technical
and vocational courses; free education for needy
students from KG to PG; free travel for students
on Delhi Metro; Atal Canteens in Jhuggi Basti
clusters providing nutritional meals for Rs 5 only;
implementation of Ayushman Bharat scheme and
additional cover of Rs 5 lakh for senior citizens.
BJP has vowed to continue all existing schemes.
The Union Government’s standards of financial
propriety lay down inter alia that “no authority
shall exercise its powers of sanctioning expendi-
ture to pass an order which will be directly or
indirectly, to its advantage; and the expenditure
from public moneys should not be incurred for the
benefit of a particular person or a section of the
people unless a claim for the amount could be
enforced in a court of law or the expenditure is in
pursuance of a recognised policy or custom”.The
reckless spending of the taxpayer’s money on
freebies is neither a recognised policy nor is sanc-
tioned in a court of law. It is blatant financial
irregularity that amounts to bribing voters using
public money solely for gaining advantage in
electoral politics. Yet, the parties continue with it.
What about the impact on the budget? Look at the
BJP offer.The number of women above the age of
18 years in Delhi is around 67 lakh. @Rs 2500 per
month under MSY or Rs 30,000 annually to each
woman, giving assistance to them all will require
Rs 20,100 crore per annum. According to an esti-

mate, there are about 15 lakh pregnant women.
@Rs 21,000 per woman, the total outgo comes to
Rs 3150 crore annually. As for subsidy on LPG,
take consumption of 4 cylinders per household
(HH). The cost supply is around Rs 1000 per
cylinder, for two cylinders (Holi and Diwali), the
subsidy will be Rs 2000 whereas for the other two
@ Rs 500 each, the outgo will be Rs 1000 or Rs
3000 per HH. Taking a total of over 82.5 lakh
HHs (current Delhi population of 330 lakh divid-
ed by 4 being the average HH size), the annual
impact would be Rs 2500 crore.Look at free edu-
cation for needy students from KG to PG
According to the latest data available, around 9.91
per cent of Delhi’s population was considered
below the poverty line in 2011-12.The current
population is 330 lakh, and the poor are 33 lakh.
Of this, takes one-third or 11 lakh to be persons in
the studying age 4 — 25 years. Taking the average
expense of educating a child in India at the bare
minimum of Rs. 20,000 per annum, the total
expense on “needy students™ in the city would be
about Rs 2200 crore annually. The additional bur-
den of these four guarantees alone on the Delhi
government’s budget is Rs 27,950 crore
(20,100+3150+2500+2200).0Other freebies would
bloat this figure by several thousand crore.
Already, the finances of the Delhi government are
in a precarious state. Against the total expendi-

ture of Rs 76,000 crore during FY 2024-25, the
total revenue is estimated at around Rs 58,000
crore.his leads to a fiscal deficit (FD) of Rs
18,000 crore which is 80 per cent higher than the
FD for FY 2023-24 at Rs 10,000 crore. The surge
in FD is despite a steep reduction of over 30 per
cent in capital expenditure from the budget esti-
mate (BE) of Rs 22,000 crore for FY 2023-24 to
Rs 15,000 crore for FY 2024-25.The govern-
ment’s current debt is about Rs 40,000 crore. But,
this is not all. We also need to add the loans taken
by its departments such as Delhi Jal Board (DJB):
Rs 70,000 crore and Delhi Transport Corporation
(DTC): Rs 10,000 crore as the liability for servic-
ing those debts is vested entirely in the NCT gov-
ernment. This takes the total debt of Delhi to Rs
120,000 crore.The situation has come to such a
pass that CM Atishi has approached the Centre
seeking a loan of Rs 10,000 crore from the Nati
onal Small Savings Fund (NSSF).  The precar-
iousness of the state’s finances has a lot to do with
the freebies which are estimated to cost about Rs
11,000 crore during 2024-25. Add to this at least
Rs 30,000 crore being the impact of guarantees
given during this election, freebies alone would
dent the exchequer by Rs 41,000 crore ann
ually.Delhi government could be staring at an FD
of close to Rs 50,000 crore. And, its debt would
balloon to Rs 150,000 crore. The ball won’t stop
here.When used to doles, people will want more
and more and parties can’t say no. When, even a
die-hard reformist and fiscal disciplinarian like
Modi is forced to give way to freebies (courtesy,
of Kejriwal’s brand of politics), things will only
worsen. What if people stop working (very likely
when they get money sitting at home) and tax-
payers stop paying taxes (likely when they see
their earnings being frittered away in distributing
doles to those who don’t work)? The National
Capital could be staring at fiscal disaster.

Seedl Innovation: Key to agricultural growth

Unlocking India’s full agricultural poten-
tial demands strong policies, industry col-
laboration and a commitment to techno-
logical advancements, especially in seed
innovationindia stands at the cusp of a
transformative shift in its agricultural
landscape, driven by its growing popula-
tion, expanding economy, and the mount-
ing challenges posed by climate change.
With the Union Budget 2024 allocating Rs
1.52 lakh crore to agriculture, the govern-
ment’s recognition of the sector’s impor-
tance in ensuring India’s economic future
is clear. Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s
vision for agricultural growth focuses on
innovation, sustainability, and resilience.
For India to realise its agricultural poten-
tial by 2025, however, clear policy frame-
works and effective industry collaboration
are essential.At the core of this transfor-
mation is the need for a robust, resilient,
and technologically advanced seed sector.
As India transitions from a traditional,
production-centric agricultural model to
one that prioritises farmer welfare and
income generation, there is a fundamental
opportunity to improve livelihoods and
promote sustainable agricultural practices.
A critical aspect of India’s agricultural
future lies in scientific advancements, par-
ticularly in the development of genetically
modified (GM) crops.Globally, GM crops
have proven successful in increasing
yields, improving pest resistance, and
reducing dependency on chemical inputs.
Yet, India has been cautious in adopting
GM technology, and a transparent, sci-
ence-based approach to its regulation
could help unlock its potential. A national
consensus on the safe deployment of GM

-
crops would support the goal of reducing
reliance on imports, especially in essential
crops like oilseeds and pulses.The impor-
tance of collaboration between the private
sector and public institutions such as the
Indian Council of Agricultural Research
(ICAR) cannot be overstated. Such part-
nerships drive significant research and
development efforts across key crops like
oilseeds, cotton, and maize, while also
protecting intellectual property rights
(IPR) to incentivise further innovation. A
strengthened IPR framework could posi-
tion India as a global leader in agricultural
research and technology.Youth involve-
ment is emerging as a critical force for
revitalising India’s agriculture. The aver-
age age of farmers in India is over 50,
which highlights the need to encourage
younger generations to enter the field. As
of 2022, about 30 per cent of India’s youth
are employed in agriculture, yet a large
proportion still view it as a last resort.
Programmes targeting youth education
and entrepreneurship in agriculture are
gaining traction, with initiatives like the
National Agriculture Market (eNAM) and

> "hSs

various skill development programs
* helping young farmers access bet-
ter technologies and market oppor-
tunities.Moreover, youth-led start-
ups in agritech are making an
impact in areas like precision farm-
ing, farm-to-table models, and sus-
tainable agriculture practices, pro-
viding innovative solutions to
long-standing problems.For exam-
ple, the ‘Agri-Startups’ ecosystem
is seeing rapid growth, with over
3,100 agritech startups currently

operating in India (as of 2023), and an
investment influx that has grown by 20 per
cent annually. This demonstrates the
growing interest among youth to innovate
and leadthe agricultural transformation.
Furthermore, sectoral integration across
the agricultural value chain is becoming
more pronounced. India’s agricultural
ecosystem is complex, with each sector,
such as poultry, dairy, horticulture, and
rural development, playing a distinct yet
interconnected role in the overall growth.
The government is focusing on strength-
ening these individual sectors as part of a
holistic approach. The GST framework
currently presents challenges for the agri-
cultural sector, particularly about the costs
and complexities of compliance for farm-
ers and seed companies.Simplifying the
GST system could reduce operational bur-
dens and make agricultural practices more
sustainable and profitable. Additionally,
targeted tax relief or incentives for Micro,
Small, and Medium Enterprises (MSMES)
in agriculture, particularly in seed produc-
tion, agro-processing, and machinery
manufacturing, could support growth and

job creation, especially in rural
areas.Restoring the 200 per cent income
tax deduction for research and develop-
ment (R&D) expenditure could signifi-
cantly boost innovation in the seed indus-
try. By reducing the financial pressures
associated with R&D, such a policy would
incentivise greater investment in develop-
ing drought-resistant and higher-yielding
crop varieties. This would be particularly
important in critical sectors such as
oilseeds and pulses, where India faces
challenges in achieving self-sufficiency.In
addition, a unified national-level registra-
tion process for seeds, along with the “One
Nation, One License” policy, would sim-
plify operations for seed companies. The
current multi-state registration process
often leads to inefficiencies and delays,
hindering the growth of the industry.A
streamlined system would enable compa-
nies to operate more efficiently and ensure
that high-quality seeds reach farmers
promptly, fostering growth and innovation
in the sector. Research Linked Incentive
(RLI) schemes could further encourage
innovation by offering financial incentives
for successful R&D outcomes. This would
accelerate the development of new seed
varieties that are climate-resilient and
high-yielding, reinforcing India’s position
as a leader in global agricultural research.
Looking ahead, the future of seed research
holds exciting possibilities, particularly in
areas like biofortified crops, climate
resilience, and hybrid development.
Breeding drought-tolerant varieties of
rice, oilseeds, and pulses will be essential
to ensure food security in an era of unpre-
dictable weather patterns.
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Neravu Scheme: A ca

It is a transformative movement ded-
icated to changing lives through
direct action, offering relief and
assistance to bring about social and
economic changePhilanthropy has
always been a driving force behind
social progress, bridging gaps and
providing succour to those in need.
Often, it is the initiative of an indi-
vidual or an organisation that reach-
es out to support the underserved.
Marginalised sections of society,
often ill-equipped to fend for them-
selves, view such assistance in dire
circumstances as a matter of life and
death. Across the country, there are
numerous examples of individuals
and organisations stepping up to aid
the needy. In southern India,
Mangalore, Karnataka, the MRG
Group-a prominent business con-
glomerate with interests spanning
hospitality, real estate and finance-
has taken a remarkable step in this
direction through its transformative
initiative, the “Neravu”.

The Neravu Initiative: A Lifeline for
Thousands

Launched in 2019 with an initial
allocation of Rs 1.25 crore, the
Neravu has grown significantly in
scope and impact. It has reached a
remarkable milestone, disbursing Rs
6 crore in financial aid to support
3000 families and 60 organisations,
benefiting approximately 15000
individuals.The assistance provided-
ranging from Rs 10,000 to Rs 1 lakh
for individuals and up to Rs 25 lakh
for organisations-addresses diverse
needs, including medical emergen-
cies, education, sports, and social
welfare. What sets the initiative
apart is its scale and robust frame-
work, ensuring that aid reaches

thousands of households.

The “Neravu’ program is under-
pinned by a rigorous selection
process to ensure the most deserving
candidates receive support. An
impartial committee meticulously
reviews applications, prioritising
critical medical cases, disabilities,
and exceptional achievements in
academics and sports. The pro-
gramme extends beyond Karnataka’s
Dakshina Kannada, Udupi, and
Shivamogga districts to Kerala’s
Kasaragod district, showcasing its
inclusive approach.

What is Neravu?

The word Neravu means ‘support’ in
Kannada, and this initiative lives up
to its name as one of the largest cor-
porate-run financial assistance pro-
grams in India. Designed to address
the immediate and long-term chal-
lenges faced by economically disad-
vantaged communities, the focus is
on:

1.Education: Scholarships ensure
access to quality education for
underprivileged students.
2.Healthcare: Financial aid covers
critical treatments and surgeries for
those unable to afford medical
expenses.

3.Livelihood Enhancement:
Vocational training and resources
empower individuals to achieve self-
reliance.

Impact of the Neravu Mangalore, a
thriving port city known for its cul-
tural diversity and economic activi-
ty, has witnessed a profound impact
from the “Neravu”.

Educational Opportunities: Many
students from low-income families
have pursued higher education,
thanks to scholarships.
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Healthcare Access: Critical medical
interventions have been made possi-
ble for individuals lacking access to
quality healthcare.

Empowerment: Vocational training
programmes have enabled women to
contribute to their households.

The MRG Group has expanded the
reach of the “Neravu”, demonstrat-
ing how corporate philanthropy can
transcend geographical boundaries.
Empowering Communities Through
Philanthropy

The “Neravu” initiative’s impact
goes beyond immediate financial
relief, fostering self-reliance and
community upliftment. Beneficiaries
have shared inspiring stories of
transformation.For instance, Raj
Lakshmi, a graduate from a nearby
village and the eldest among her sib-
lings, completed her studies with the
Neravu’s support. Now employed as
a computer instructor, she supports
her family of five. “I could complete
my course because of “Neravu”, and
today, | am able to earn a living and
help my family,” she shares.

Making a Difference

The Neravu exemplifies how corpo-

trumps Influence on Indian

How India’s digital economy could be
shaped by his policies Donald Trump, the
45th President of the United States, has left
an indelible mark on both American and
global politics. While much of the discus-
sion about his policies and influence has
focused on traditional industries like trade,
defence, and foreign relations, Trump’s
impact could extend beyond these sectors
— especially to economies like India. As
the world’s largest democracy and one of
the fastest-growing digital economies,
India stands to experience both challenges
and opportunities in the wake of Trump’s
post-presidency actions and his political
stances.Here’s a closer look at how Trump
could shape India’s digital economy.Trade
Policies and Digital Tariffs - Trump’s
“America First” policy introduced a more
protectionist approach to trade, focusing
on reducing imports and ensuring
favourable terms for US companies. India
has seen its digital space expand rapidly,
particularly with global tech giants and
startups. However, if Trump or his politi-
cal allies push for new tariffs or restric-
tions on foreign tech investments — or
increase scrutiny on digital platforms oper-

ating in India — it could complicate busi-
ness relations. While this may benefit
India’s indigenous tech sector and could
leverage such scenarios to strengthen local
supply chains and reduce dependency on
US companies, it will certainly be bad for
US India’s bilateral trade. Geopolitical
Tensions and Digital Sovereignty Another
area where Trump’s impact could be felt is
in the realm of digital sovereignty.
Trump’s earlier administration frequently
took stances against Chinese technology
companies. India, too, has followed suit

with actions against Chinese
apps, and the digital sover-
eignty debate is likely to
continue. Should Trump’s
influence result in stronger
US-India alliances in the
digital space, it could accel-
erate India’s drive for data
privacy regulations, local
data storage mandates, and
greater control over its dig-
ital infrastructure. The US
and India will have the
opportunity to collaborate
on setting global standards

for cybersecurity, data pro-
tection, and artificial intelligence.If the
relationship between the two countries
remains strong, it could also lead to joint
ventures that power India’s emerging tech
ecosystem. US-India Strategic Digital
Alliance -Under Trump, the US-India rela-
tionship generally saw an uptick in strate-
gic collaboration, especially in defence,
technology, and trade. Post-Trump, this
alignment could be further amplified. As a
leader in traditional and digital technolo-
gies, Trump’s legacy of prioritising high-

rate initiatives can address pressing
issues while fostering inclusive
growth. Neravu’s structured
approach ensures that aid reaches
the right people. In a world grap-
pling with economic disparities, pro-
grams like “Neravu” serve as a bea-
con of hope. By addressing the root
causes of poverty and empowering
individuals, the initiative has
brought tangible change to countless
families.Dr K Prakash Shetty,
Founder & Chairman MRG Group,
the visionary behind this movement,
emphasises that philanthropy is not
merely about monetary aid but about
fostering a culture of self-reliance
and social participation. Under his
leadership, the MRG Group has
blended business success with mean-
ingful social impact, setting a bench-
mark in corporate social responsibil-
ity. The “Neravu” stands as a testa-
ment to the transformative power of
structured philanthropy. By address-
ing fundamental challenges and
empowering individuals, it inspires a
collective commitment to building a
more equitable society.

economy

tech industries in the US could create
opportunities for Indian companies to col-
laborate with American firms in research
and development.For India, this could
mean access to cutting-edge technologies
in fields like Al, 5G, quantum computing,
and blockchain. Such collaboration could
increase India’s digital infrastructure capa-
bilities, making it more competitive in the
global market. Promoting E-Commerce
Growth -Trump’s policies favoured busi-
ness growth, especially in the private sec-
tor.His approach to deregulation, tax cuts,
and incentivising entrepreneurship could
be leveraged by Indian businesses, partic-
ularly in the e-commerce space. While
Donald Trump’s influence on India’s digi-
tal economy is not straightforward, his
policies, legacy and post-presidency
actions could create ripple effects across
global digital markets, including India.
Whether it’s through tighter immigration
restrictions, geopolitical positioning, or
shifts in trade relationships, India’s digital
economy must remain agile, harnessing
both challenges and opportunities. India’s
emerging tech scene is robust and well-
positioned to adapt to global changes.
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