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Global Development Challenges 

-Can India Give A Perspective?- 

Yoginder.K.Alagh 

Introduction 

 
I am grateful to the Punjab University for asking me to deliver the Inaugural Anand 

Memorial Oration.It is always a privilege to speak in the honor of a teacher. That privilege is 

more when he was popular and played a role model to the studentsrather than restrict himself 

to hissubject. I had met Prof. Anand, although I did not know him well. From all accounts he 

was a role model in terms ofwell rounded human achievements rather than just scholastic 

excellence. 

Having said so I must say I am not particularly equipped to do the honor. I am not a political 

scientist. As regards sports, after I left college, I have the distinction of going for long walks. 

Not being able to resist the blandishments of the Vice Chancellor, I decided I would 

concentrate on some speculation on whether India can make a contribution to honing the 

global development agenda, during the next decade.Does India have World view which it 

pushes in forums like the G20? India did have a tradition to make such contributions. In the 

Non Aligned G77 years the country was pushing a global anti colonial agenda and building 

coalitions for development of the poor. The military option against Portugal on Goa in the 

Fifties was avoided for a long time in order not to weaken the diplomatic initiatives for 

independence of erstwhile colonies. India participated fully in global debates and developed 

ideas and strategies; poverty is the biggest pollutant (Indira Gandhi) at the first Environment 

Conference in Stockholm, 25% of world industry in the third world at the third UNIDO at 

Lima in 1975, population and development at Bucharest and so on. By the end Eighties 

development and security paradigms were changing and there was a reinvention of the 

perception of its role, which underlines its attitudes by the time the G 20 gets operational. 

Rajiv Gandhi was to lay down the new vision and develop the idea that India would pursue 

its goals in a policy of ‘concentric circles of influence’. 

 

India and Rebalancing 
 

A part of the global reaction to the world’s problems is to suggest somewhat wistfully that the 

fulcrum should (will?) shift to Asia. That’s where the growth is and that’s where the reserves 

are. Also that’s where the sound policies are. At the height of the last recession in 2009 

triggered by the Lehman failures,there was a statement that India’s nationalized banks were a 

source of strength. I believe this is overdone. All and that means really all serious work 

including large statistical models reflects the fact that the American and the German 

economies are still much too big and powerful for these fashionable statements to matter in a 

big way and the world literally shrugged off the ratings by agencies which have not exactly 

covered themselves with glory since 2007. But does more trade and investment in Asia and 

within Asia have no future? While the big rebalancing is a no brainer, it is incorrect to throw 

the baby out with the bath water. We would like to argue, together with many Indian 

economists and policy makers that while the G20 have to continue to press for reform as the 

global mantra, Asia’s contribution has to be factored in. Let us therefore as Wodehouse 

would say begin at the beginning. 

 

Development issues tend to be conceptually underplayed in this context even if they gain 

urgency in crisis situations and these have substantial investment, human development, and 
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related trade and financial policy interrelations and this is particularly true of rebalancing 

which  like a large part of the G20/G8 initiatives, to be meaningful needs a medium term 

framework. Paul Krugman got the Nobel for his international trade work but his work on 

urbanization for example as a regional scientist was equally important in the contemporary 

Asian development context. In the G20 literature we used in two examples for arguing that a 

focus on development with an emphasis on sectors which have large employment and output 

consequences can trigger innovative thinking on trading potential and get us out of the double 

dip talk. The requirements of a medium term tariff policy, as also financial innovation are 

critical here. Cross country FAO studies in Asia have shown the negative impacts on 

diversification, spread of agricultural growth, employment and poverty outcomes of static 

trade policy prescriptions in meltdown periods (See FAO,Son, Que, Dieu and  Trang and D 

Beresford, 2006;also Y.K.Alagh, FAO,2006).Agriculture trade has relevance in regional 

trade arrangements in Asia with countries having very different agro climatic endowments 

and therefore possibilities for specialization and consequently trade. A counterfactual which 

builds a medium term framework for agricultural tariff policies was advocated by me. 

Similarly SME policies required in a stimulus phase, as the details of the American stimulus 

included (The Obama packages for small businesses), I argued can trigger trade and 

development and the Koreans and Japanese for example were good at that. 

 

A stable medium term trade policy rule based regime and currency arrangements could lay 

the foundations for rebalancing and development. The need for newer financial products to 

buttress such kinds of development is obvious and giving some examples we spelt out in 

terms of modalities, also involving regional arrangements. As the ADB IFPRI models had 

shown in the Asia 2020 volumes if this kind of reform was not there acceptable poverty 

hunger outcomes would not be possible in Asia. Policies requiring a medium term framework 

will need a macro policy and exchange rate regime of the kind discussed in G 20 meetings. 

Therefore an attempt has to be made to link the discussion with the contemporary policy 

dialogues after the Seoul G8/G20 meetings (G20, 2010).The Cornell economistIwanAzis 

himself had an interesting computable general equilibrium model of regional rebalancing 

which started with employment and safety net objectives in a meltdown rather than general 

admonitions on reform.   

 

Large Asian countries have detailed agro climatic inventories (For Indonesia see I Aziz,2000, 

for India see Y.K.Alagh,et.al.,1988, for China,Kunmin, Z. and He Xueyang,2000, for 

summary of China,Indonesia, and India, UNU, 2002). It is a fascinating scientific story but 

suffice it to say that the large Asian land masses, the Indonesian Archipelago, the countries of 

what was called Indo-China, Thailand and Myanmar and South Asia are rich in agro-climatic 

diversity and are what I have called in UNCEDs Sustainable Development: From Concept to 

Action Project ,’World’s within the World’(Y.K.Alagh and I Sachs in UNCED,1991).This in 

fact becomes a very powerful argument for trade. What it says is that for each region we 

should look for what it can do best. Agriculture and rural development would then 

concentrate on specialization and food and fibre deficits and surpluses would be cleared with 

trade. I have shown that agricultural growth based on agro climatic resource endowments is 

sustainable in the sense that it is water, energy and land conserving. 

In a global context this would take some of the edge of the commodity instability as the large 

Asian economies growth would buttress the revival. It is a plain fact that when per capita 

income rises by six to seven percent annually in real terms as in the large BRICS, the income 

elasticity of demand of non grain agricultural items is around 2 and a fifteen percent annual 

growth fires growth and gives a stability to the world economy which it sorely needs. The 

WTO tarrif consensus is a no brainer but designing concentric circles of cooperation, as Rajiv 
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Gandhi put it, would well be a task the G20/G8 could take on with profit. There are similar 

other areas of plus plus growth to garner the low hanging fruits. 

The policy issues were an assessment of diversification processes as a part of rebalancing in 

terms of consumption and demand trends and possible change in the structure of the labor 

force in fast growing Asian economies; The marketing, communication, first stage processing 

infrastructure and knowledge and skill basis of accelerating the process and avoiding 

angularities and dislocation of unanticipated sharp shifts, as seen in political conflicts in 

countries like India and China for example in land acquisition and lack of facilities for 

migrants in rural urban continuums. These would have trade and/or exchange policies, 

including tariffs and incentives for smooth functioning of markets in a medium term 

framework, rather than the impacts of volatile markets in fledgling developments needing 

medium term stability. This in turn would need development of financial products and 

markets to support the market processes at play, in diverse capital markets. There would be 

the need of safety nets including employment guarantees and food security networks. Asian 

economies have reached a stage where advances are possible and security can provide 

powerful incentives for technological change, as in earlier periods of economic history; 

Development of interregional profiles would give a larger context in which such policies can 

be followed. It is true that as we started this article, most of the inward looking Asian 

rebalancing literature, founders because models particularly of the CGEM  GTAP variety 

gets dominated  by US and Germany outcomes. Recognizing the importance of large global 

economies, it is possible that exploration of comparative static Asian interregional flows will 

throw up interesting complimenting possibilities. The macro frameworks accepted at the 

Seoul meetings last year could provide quantitative coordinating framework in which such 

possibilities could be explored. Counterfactuals where structural change of the kind discussed 

takes place in a benign framework as also BAU projections exist, to highlight the importance 

policies can make. For example the poorest Indian a model I have developed on the future of 

Indian agriculture shows, would be richer by a third in seven years if we are in a benign 

global scenario. Surely an outcome worth working for. 

 

India and the Development Challenges of the Decade 

 

There has been in the last two decades a sea change both in the practice of development 

policy and the orthodoxy of thinking on it. The driving force has been technology. And yet 

technology is but a hand maiden. Widespread growth needs institutions fashioned by 

(wo)men , which jump the divide between classes and then also countries. In a modern 

communication world we get mesmerised by the success stories. Since the problem of 

covering the last man as Gandhi called him, is in fact also that of both communication and 

skills to be a part of the World of Nomads as my friend Pierre-Noel Giraud(1996)calls it in 

his classic on L’inegality du Monde. But it is not just communication and skills.  India and 

the BRICS are an example. Of course it is not just the medium as a massage as the great 

communication guru said but the fact that robust growth in the recent period, largely comes 

from the demographic dividend of the young in old civilisations. The progress on MDGs is 

incontrovertible. But there are countries not touched by technology and such classes 

everywhere. They are the Development Challenges. The G 20 will have to get beyond trade 

and Brexit to start the painful climb.India should push tem. 

In a way Brexit may well turn out have its finer aspects. Experience of the poor countries is 

that global crises lead to out of box thinking and there is nothing like ‘everything as usual’ to 

put paid to their story. The Aid and Investment agenda needs to be dusted out. Not that 

Official Aid will go a long way to resolve the obstacles to the developmental challenges of 

the ‘have nots’ to a major extent. These will be addressed only when we develop a global 
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etiquette which searches and nurtures the success stories in the poor world. Beginning with 

that we need to champion their proliferation. These will be largely sourced from domestic 

resources. As Keynes showed small savings by a large number of people can outrun large 

savings by a few people and never confuse the average with the marginal. But Aid would oil 

the machine and also provide the bulwark when things fail as they will when you experiment 

on a large canvas. But why all this? Doesn’t technology have the main answers?  Of course it 

does. But accessing it needs infrastructure. India’s satellites are globally competitive but in a 

village in the monsoon you still cant access internet for hours at an end on account of the 

cloud cover. However these are only vehicles. The real challenge is championing success 

stories of widespread development. This incidentally is not a plea to depend on NGOs. They 

have their role and it would be churlish to denigrate that. But development leaders are a 

diverse lot. It can be an enthusiastic civil servant. It can be that manager who runs a public 

utility. More interesting it can be a farmers group resolving a supply chain bottleneck. Or a 

private manager in first stage processing, market development, an entrepreneur who 

discovered that the farmers lady has some spare time and skills, which he needs to satisfy the 

markets he is servicing. It is strange this development game. Difficult to describe the 

challenge, but easy to recognise it when you see it. If for no other reason you cant miss the 

energy it generates. 

Does policy have a role to play in all this or are we to end on an ambivalently anarchist role? 

The policy role is important. It is to create the institutions and legal and administrative 

structures such that the kind of championing described in the last para does not remain as acts 

of individual idiosyncrasies’ but are embedded in the system.This will be the task of 

governance - to spell out those rules whichdetermine what we should and should not do. 

Punishment for doing what should not be done should be designed to be severe. Also needed 

will be rules and organizations that will give incentives for widening the human experience. 

This is so since, in spite of all the counterfactuals and the great power of modern technology 

harnessed with decentralized. markets, obscurantism, avarice and mindless violence are still a 

large part of human existence in the global village. Governance will therefore mean the 

establishment of these borders. 

At the beginning of the century for the Millenial volumes we had spelt out three critical areas 

for take-off. First, how could communities and individuals in fragile at-risk regions turn 

around? In other words, how could sustainable development strategies be operationalized. 

Second; what were the international implications of supporting these strategies? Here the 

knowledge base then was thinner, but with the Comprehensive Development Framework 

followed by the MDGs knowledge needs to be honed but there is enough to get action going.. 

Development strategies are, by definition, mobilizational in the sense of resource-raising. But 

do we have the wisdom to develop-systems which that genuinely help those who help 

themselves, or will, resource, technology and organizational support always, and only, be a 

part of commerce, the urge of dominance and double-speak? Here, even the blueprints are 

vague. The power of modern technology and decentralized markets is known. But how to use 

this power for areas where markets and resource backups are weak is not quite clear. Third, 

and finally, can partnerships be talked about if the language of the other is not known? What 

are the requirements of participation and transparency, and how can they be made a part of 

functioning systems? ( Yoginder.K.Alagh,2002 ). 

All this is now passe. The G8 and G20 do not seriously get into the issue that Anna Marie 

Slaughter had raised two decades ago of civil society coalitions to buttress the official 

initiatives. There are in the UN and OECD such institutional platforms but they keep these 

agents safely in the next room as it were. Those who have created success stories of boot 

strapping and in a sense transformed enslaved communities to participate in the development 

process and its fast changing dynamics remain in their own World rather than the diplomatic 
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parlance and practice of the so called ‘global development challenges’. In fact the man who 

built the ‘Producer Company’ , the ‘Farmers Group’ , the ‘Fisherman’s Cove’ or the ‘Artisan 

Cluster’ making waves in global markets, doesn’t normally even know or has heard of the 

‘global development challenge’. He just does does it. India’s diamond polishers earn more 

from exports as compared to her software exporters, but haven’t heard of, at least until last 

week when I went to Surat on an invite from them, of the development challenge. They just 

do it. They are managing the ‘non blood’ roughs, the skills to meet the insatiable hunger of 

the lady for personalized jewelry and the bureaucracies who are unreasonable with them in 

crossing borders to come in and go out with fortunes in their bags. 

Planning is now a dirty word. And yet I believe that the Chinese scored a point on policy on 

the Indians because when they abolished the State Planning Committee and set up the 

National Reform Commission they also gave it the powers to allocate funds for the selected 

areas where long term thinking and action was needed in private public partnerships. The 

Indians abolished the Planning Commission and setup the NitiAayog which had no such 

powers and so of course no one takes it seriously on the long term ‘studies’ it does. For as a 

senior civil servant told me ‘Sir if I need studies I will go to you or others in the University 

system rather than a government think tank.’ The moral of the story is different. Take a few, 

very few, areas where public policy can encourage public private cooperation in bringing 

about long term solutions. But then give them teeth. These are serious issues and not the stage 

for grandstanding. 

Above all we need to understand that these are as far as development knowledge is 

concerned days of short product cycles. Lets not be dogmatic and exclusive but keep our 

antenna open. For as the Great Indian poet Tagore prayed for prophetically almost a century 

ago wanting his country to hold its head high, keep itself open to ideas and influences from 

all over the world and into that heaven; "Into that land of freedom, oh my father, let my 

country awake."  
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