‘We see signs of buoyancy in economy’

Union Finance Minister NIRMALA SITHARAMAN spoke to Shrimi Choudhary, Asit Ranjan Mishra, and Ruchika Chitravanshi
on issues ranging from the G20 summit to inflation, growth, elections, and more in a free-wheeling interview at her

licence raj.

How do you look back on
India’s G20 presidency?

they responded positively.

Undoubtedly, it was concrete in its The nominal GDP growth
outcome. India utilised the oppor- rate hasbeen around 8 per
tunity in all respects — diplomatic, cent, against the Budget
finance, and all other ministerial NIRMALA projection of 10.5 per cent.
tracks. The contents were substan- SITHARAMAN Doyou think that will have
tive in each of them. Just because abearingonrevenue and
some of them had only a chair’s expenditure this year?

summary does not mean the job was not
completed. From the finance track, the
Russia-Ukraine matters were discussed in
Bengaluru. Continuing with the language of
the Bali summit was not going to be pos-
sible because of changed circumstances —
not because there was no consensus. This
singular issue was beyond the realm of the
ministers concerned. So, it went to the
leaders, and the negotiations a day or two
before the summit clearly showed that the
language needed to be different, taking into
account the factors critical for today’s
world — food security, energy security and
fertiliser security.

Growthin tax collections has
slowed. Given this, and in view of
nextyear’s general elections,

when there will be pressure on
expenditure, how comfortable are
you with government finances?

My expenditure going up or down doesn't
matter. The economy's buoyancy gets
reflected in revenue collections. We are
closely monitoring capital expenditure, both
at the central and state levels. In the Centre's
expenditure, the big-ticket ones like the
Railways and defence are all moving fast.

So, the 10 trillion meant to maintain the
growth momentum through public expendi-
ture has shown results. We have not only
shown the intent but also provided the outlay
to support the growth. The reduction in
direct taxes is not even one per cent. We have
handled revenue collections by not increas-
ing taxes but plugging loopholes, and making
compliance easier. We also made sure that
evasion was detected and people were given
the choice to say they missed out and pay;

Idon't think that will have an effect. Look at
the way small and medium industries and
many other newer sectors are getting
activated. I would wait to see how these
developments pan out. If the activity,
expansion programmes, or the coming of
newer industries plateaus somewhere, I
would be concerned. We see that passenger
vehicles are getting stocked up to meet
festival season demand. These are indicators
of activity and good buoyancy in the
economy.

Do you think we can meet the
10.5 per cent nominal growth
target for this year?

Iwould like to believe that
we will achieve the target.

Arecentbrokerage

repo:al;tll sa(ild %rivzge cilllloex N EW MAR KETS
actu eclined in the

last twg quarters. Do you AN D P RO BAB I-Y
believe the government's

10 trillion capex pushis AI'SO REFAS H IO N
crowdingin private OURSELVES AND
investment?

It (crowding in) happened
last year. I wish it happens
this year too, particularly
given the interest being
shown by investors in areas
where the investments had
not happened earlier, such
as the hydrogen mission and green ammo-
nia. Newer and big-ticket areas are also draw-
ing the private sector’s interest. Many sover-
eign funds have actually come into the
country in the last two years, either through
the National Investment and Infrastructure
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North Block office in New Delhi on Thursday. She expressed confidence that there is buoyancy in the economy ahead
of the festival season and that the government will not sit back on inflation. Edited excerpts:
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Fund (NIIF) or with a partner. Invits, mean-
while, have also shown good progress. That is
anewer instrument through which a lot of
investment is coming.

Isthere aconcern over ruralincome and
demand because of poor rains?
We have to look at it in a more granular way —
by the geographical area, each area for itself
— and then understand which crops might be
affected. We are not watching the numbers
alone; we are also considering where the crop
pattern might be affected, and where floods
could affect crops. We are looking at all these
to decide on our buffer stocks, how much
further support might be needed to be
extended, and so on. If dalhan (pulses) and
tilhan (oilseeds) are both affected, I should be
ready to import and also help the farmers.
The government is working to understand the
El Nifio factor, even beyond this monsoon,
to early months next year.

The G20 synthesis paper on cryptois
leaning more towards
regulation than ban. So,
isabannow completely
off the table?

The global understanding
on crypto is that it is left to
the sovereign authority in
countries wanting to have
a crypto ecosystem to
regulate these assets. But
if somebody wants to
regulate it alone, they can-
not. We need all to be on
board: If one thing happens
here, similar things can
happen elsewhere to make
it effective. That’s G20’s
collective thinking.

Crude oil prices are again going up,
and so are fertiliser prices. What will be
theimplication on the government’s
subsidy figures and inflation?

This is not the time for me to speak about it
with such a sense of confidence: Inflation isa

permanent challenge which all of us will have
to live with. We will have to work to help the
common poor citizens. Prime Minister
Modi’s government has repeatedly had a
better record in managing inflation than
earlier governments. But that doesn’t mean
that I'm going to sit back; we are taking
enough measures.

After acutin cookinggas price,istherea
plan for petrol and diesel too?

We have done this once or twice before. That
question should also be asked to states which
have never reduced prices. Even when we
reduced, they didn’t. Tamil Nadu, West
Bengal, Andhra Pradesh, Jharkhand didn’t
reduce fuel prices. Himachal increased it by
X3 after the Congress came to power. Punjab
alsoincreased it.

How will the government manage
the subsidies?

On fertilisers, we've taken a position that
the farmer should not be burdened. We
took on the burden ourselves two years
ago, when the price went up
10 times. Now, LPG prices
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Thereis a perception that the
government is not choosing certain
strategic sectors under the production-
linked incentive scheme...

No, that's not true. All 14 sectors are

sunrise sectors... which can have a big
bearing on jobs. We have taken the lead in
electric vehicle segment, solar... India is far
superior to many other countries which are
still struggling to come in.

How doyoulookback on the
Hindenburgsagaand our

regulatory structures?

Short-selling is something which happens
in all countries with established markets
and huge listed companies with global
presence. Regulators in India are doing
the job. There is no hide and seek. But the
larger point is that corporate governance
comes to glare and improves because of
this. Even the markets are better informed
about compliance. I think it will do a lot of
good to the whole country.

Anyregulatory measures in the works

onshort-selling?

It may not be right for me to even
indicate anything on this matter
because the regulator is fully seized of
the matter and would be able to compare

the best practices globally

and see if any review of the

are not coming down. But situation is required.
the Prime Ministe:erlt “itis B EI.I EVE WE CAN
kshabandhan, I need t 0 Any review of capital
g:v: t}?ei? thi:’{.lT.l?eerzfor%, M E ET TH E 1 0 ° 5 / 0 gain§taxregime?
oniyiorOpwasacsomt . NOMINAL GROWTH - ociee
holders. WTlhgve afcommit— TA R G ET FO R W:lat if'the aSIFat;l's of GST
tt tion- rate rationalisation —

g'fc?ler?s?gsl;nli?l?orﬁiore TH IS YEAR any timeline?
new accounts are coming. The state panel has been

We are committed to reconstituted. It will look

everyone — women,
farmers, backward, sched-

uled castes — and our subsidy and sub-
sidy-related policies are governed by these
concerns.

Areyou confident about meetingthe

5.9 per cent fiscal deficit target for FY24?
Yes, and look at our record. Even when there
was the gravest of grave challenge in the
Covid time, we explained in a clear statement
(on missing the target).

The disinvestmentroad mapis stuckin
the slowlane. Do you agree?

These investment decisions of the Cabinet
will have to be honoured by me as a minister.
But I also have to see the appropriate time for
bringing some disinvestment proposals to
the market.

Will the IDBI stake sale go throughin
FY24?1s there anything holding it back?
IDBI should happen, but I want to watch the
market and take a call on when that will be.
Nothing particularly is holding it back.

Lots of attempts are being made on
internationalising the rupee. How do
youseeit?

There's a lot of interest in the rupee. And
countries which no longer have the comfort
of areserve currency like the dollar are
happy to deal with the rupee, more so
because they find it has been stable. It also
gives them a comfort that India is an emerg-
ing market. It has its own large market. We
have extended a lot of quota-free, duty-
free trading opportunities. Many least
developed countries think they have
access to the Indian market.
And therefore two-way
trade can be prosperous.
Now, nearly 22 countries are
in discussions to see where

they can tie it all up.

Areyouopentodiscuss HAVE TO I'IVE WIT!-I *

additional GSTon BUT THAT DOESN'T
iesel tax?

I'm looking at an economy M EAN I ' M G OI N G

which has to grow. TO SIT B ACK

How do you look at

China’s slowdown, and

opportunities and challenges Q)

for India?

We’ve had a big issue of market access

with China for 15-20 years. Every govern-
ment has attempted to break those barriers.
But there has been little success because
they (China) believe in circumventing your
access through non-tariff barriers. We have
to deal with a sincere effort by the govern-
ment so that no market is left untouched; we
will keep tapping that.

I'm pitching India for the strengths we
offer, including the English language, engi-
neers, doctors, nurses, professionals, innova-
tive talent of startups. The favourable policy
and stability this government has offered in
the past nine years, the taxation and invest-
ment policies, all of these provide investors
an environment in India which is better than
any other country.

There was some talk on import
licensing for laptops and other devices.
There's aview that we’re going back to
the old licence raj. Your view?

Idon’t think so. We are not going back to the
licence raj. Unless we give support for some
areas of manufacturing, they will never be
able to stand up. In the last few years, we have
supported automobiles, auto components
making them stand up to the challenge and
be competitive... so that they are not flooded
by cheaper goods, and make qualitatively
superior products. To that extent, we've cer-
tainly tried to give that cover for India's own
production. But that is not going back to the
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at the GST rate rationalisa-

tion. It will submit its
report to us. We have not given any man-
date on timelines. Whenever they are
ready, it will come to Council and we will
take it up for discussion.

Employmenthasbeen one of the

Kkey concerns. What steps do you
think the government should initiate
forjob creation?

We have been focused on skilling. There
also are initiatives like the eShram portal
to help unorganised workers. The portal
also tells you about the sKkillsets required.
We also held eight editions of Rozgar
Melas. We have a recruitment target of

1 million by to fill central government
vacancies. Over 500,000 appointment
letters have already been issued.

The Moody’s report also flagged
curtailment of civil society and political
dissentamong the reasons why India’s
ratingis low. Your views?
Idon’t approve of it. If that’s the measure,
look at the kind of violence and disturbances
taking place in the US, affecting ordinary
people. Since Independence, India has faced
repeated migration. But what is the experi-
ence of those countries which are otherwise
developed? Look at the way we have come
out of Covid, the way we helped people who
needed it the most, and the way we made
sure that fiscal prudence was kept intact. If
handling with responsibility is not seen in
India, where else will you see it?

Exports and trade havebeenon a

@ decline. How do youlook at it?

It’s not a challenge only for
us. Demand in markets
which normally depend on
imports from other coun-
tries is completely flattened.
You can say that your com-
petitiveness is lost or your
logistics cost is very high or
your products have lost
value. But that's the case
with every country. We have
to be smart enough to make
sure we don't depend on
just a few countries for each
of our products. We'll have to look for new
markets and also refashion ourselves and
access those markets.

The Nifty and Sensex are at record high
levels. Do you think they reflect the
fundamentals of the economy?
Iwouldn't say they're overpriced. They have
their own metrics and that sometimes does
reflect on the economy. It's a two-way street.
The markets are doing fine. Large industries
and listed companies are doing well, so small
investors feel confident.

We are getting into an election year —
2024, if not earlier. What do you think
the agenda will be? Will it be economy,
prices, inflation?

Iwish all this was the agenda. We will be
able to stand up and answer.

Evenoninflation?
Yes, why not? Compare yourself with
Tiirkiye and Germany.

Is this government coming back, and
with whatnumbers?

Yes. That’s (numbers) not for me to say.
People do recognise that here's somebody
who's dedicated to the country, corruption-
free and actually delivering on the ground. I
want us not to underestimate Indian voters.
They can tell good work from bad.

Are you going to contest elections?
Thave not been told... all of us go by the
advice of the party.




