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Healthcare needs a booster dose
Twenty-first century India cannot rely on a rickety healthcare system
that pays little attention to medical professionalism
SONALDE DESAI

N

owhere is our one-size-fitsall approach to development more evident than in
the health sector. Somehow, we
have decided that what works for
education and other social sectors
must also work for the health sector. If the Indian health infrastructure is to keep pace with the changing
disease
profile
that
accompanies economic development, it must move away from
excessive reliance on paramedics
and community health workers to
technically-competent laboratory
and physician services that are
essential to address non-communicable diseases like cardiovascular
diseases and diabetes.
In the history of health policy
in India, two documents are of critical importance. It’s a pity that one

was totally ignored. In 1946, the
Bhore Committee laid out a farreaching agenda for preventive and
curative health services with the
creation of National Health Service
that was of a “minimum decent
standard”. The Bhore Committee
recommendations focused on the
professionalisation of health services and a combination of preventive and curative services. Had this
roadmap been followed in
Independent India, we would be
looking at a very different health
system today. Instead, little attention was directed to developing a
health policy in the early decades
after Independence and it was not
until 1983 that the National Health
Policy (NHP) was developed. The
NHP is striking in its dissonance
with the Bhore Committee report. It
was critical of Western-style curative services and emphasised a

“preventive and promotive” model
through deprofessionalised services relying on part-time, low-cost
community workers and paramedics. In effect, it led to government role being concentrated in
prevention of epidemics, leaving
curative services to the private sector. This is the model that has guided our health policy since the
1980s. Without a serious overhaul
of our fundamental philosophy of
the type of services to be provided
by the public sector and who will
provide it, we are unlikely to be in a
position to meet the challenges of
the 21st century.
Public health expenditure is set
to increase from 1.4 per cent of GDP
in the 11th Five-Year Plan to 2.5 per
cent in 12th Five-Year Plan, but it is
not clear whether this will prevent
most Indians from continuing to
rely on the private sector, however

inadequate it may be. Statistics on But even in south India, where we
the utilisation of public versus pri- often see gleaming new buildings
vate health services are sobering. with a dutiful Auxiliary Nurse
Four out of five patients are treated Midwife resolutely manning it, we
by private providers. This not sim- see patients flocking to private docply a function of the absence of gov- tors. The IHDS data document that
ernment services; the India Human even when there is no private docDevelopment Survey (IHDS) con- tor in a village, people do not turn to
ducted in 2004-5 by NCAER and sub-centres for treatment of minor
University of Maryland documents illnesses. They travel outside the
that 86 per cent of the
village in search of a
sample
population Statistics on the
private doctor. It is only
lived within 3 km of at utilisation of public when a Primary Health
least a sub-centre but versus private
Centre (PHC) with an
even so, more than 80 health services are MBBS doctor is availper cent of these same sobering. Four out
able that there is
respondents went to a of five patients are greater use of governprivate facility for even treated by private
ment services.
simple illnesses like providers
Do these observacough, cold, fever and
tions suggest a need to
diarrhoea.
rethink our philosophy about pubIn the past year, I have visited a lic health service provisioning? Of
large number of sub-centres, the course. Unfortunately, there is little
primary point of contact between attempt at exploring the underlying
the rural population and govern- causes of public distrust in government health services. It is easy to ment services. When it comes to
see why people are overwhelming- health, people – the poor and the
ly voting with their feet and run- rich alike – want the most compening away from government health tent advice they can afford.
services. In many of the Hindi-belt Expanding the base of community
states, sub-centres are poorly health workers and sub-centres
staffed and facilities are decrepit. staffed by Auxiliary Nurse Midwife

‘There will be a shortage once new
fuel supply agreements are signed’

Last year, CIL failed to meet the
production target even after revising it
a few times. What are your constraints
and how do you plan to increase
production?

SUBRATA MAJUMDER

Coal India Limited (CIL) has been in the news after a presidential decree that forced it to sign
fuel supply agreements (FSAs) with power plants. The new chairman and managing director
of the company, S NARSING RAO, shares his views on controversies surrounding FSAs and the
possible imports that the company may have to resort to. In an exclusive interview with
Shine Jacob, Rao explains CIL’s strategies on coal imports and plans to tackle production
constraints. Edited excerpts:
Power companies have raised
concerns about the new fuel supply
agreement (FSA), especially the
insignificant penalty clause of 0.01 per
cent. Would you consider revisiting
the clause?

would be close to 100 MT. We are expecting to supply about 35 MT to the power
sector from our production. So there
will be a shortage. There’s a question
mark over how we are going to meet
that. Import is one possible option.

As far as we are concerned, there are no
issues with FSAs. Our subsidiaries have Last year, CIL failed to find takers
made offers to power companies and among power producers for long-term
they have to respond. Till now, we have coal off-take agreements. Do you have
signed 13 out of 48 FSAs. Power plants a separate strategy in place this time
that have not signed power purchase around?
agreements (PPAs) are not eligible to The earlier offer was for long-term deals
sign FSAs, so some of the units that over a 10-year period. These kinds of
have not signed are not even
long-term deals can be advaneligible.
tageous or disadvantageous
We are getting some feeddepending on many internaback from clients like NTPC.
tional factors — including
Some have requested for modprices, freight rates and forifications in the clauses. But
eign exchange. Given the
the clauses were approved by S NARSING RAO
volatile factors, prospective
the board. On our part, we can
consumers may have been
Chairman and
assure that we will do our best Managing Director,
unwilling to make a committo stick to our offers.
ment.
Coal India Limited
I don’t think we may look
You have joined Coal India Limited
at that kind of a long-term arrangement
(CIL) at a crucial time, can you outline
now. If we are going to supplement coal
your priorities?
supplies to the power sector, it would be
To step up production, of course. on a year-on-year basis — not even on a
Dispatch and environmental issues medium-term basis.
need to be sorted out. We also have to
work more closely with the Railways.
Even if you import, what if power
We need to liquidate our coal stock of companies want coal supplies
about 71 million tonnes (MT) but infra- delivered at the plants?
structure is a major issue. We have to As I said, a year-on-year deal can be an
see how we can step up evacuation of option for imports. Whether we do it
coal from the current level of 6 MT. Our ourselves or bank on some central pubtargeted production this fiscal is 464 lic sector undertaking (PSU) that
MT, while the dispatch target is 470 MT, already has expertise in the sector is
which includes some of our coal stock. something we will have to look into.
To do this, we need a bit of micro plan- Since a PSU dealing with coal imports
ning in logistics, contractors and rake will already know the business, it can
availability.
have a back-to-back arrangement with
power companies and we can facilitate
If new FSAs are signed, you’d need to
it. At this stage, this is a possible idea,
increase production by 70 MT. Do you
but we can look into it only if clients are
think this is achievable with the
willing.
production target that you have set?
If at all we go into that arrangement,
Our assessment is that the requirement we would adopt a hands-free approach.

may not serve this purpose. Most
readers of this newspaper will be
happy enough with government
services if they can visit the All
India Institute of Medical Sciences,
or AIIMS, but they will certainly
turn to a private doctor if their only
alternative is a government paramedic. Why should we think poor
people are any different?
A focus on community workers
is particularly misplaced when it
comes to non-contagious diseases.
Community workers have an
important role to play in spotting
disease outbreaks and in educating their neighbours about disease
prevention. But when it comes to
diagnosing diabetes, high blood
pressure or high cholesterol, more
technical training and access to laboratory services is required.
As public health strategies for
the control of vector-borne and
vaccine-preventable diseases of the
20th century succeed and diseases
like cholera, polio and smallpox
recede, we are facing new challenges such as diabetes and cardiovascular diseases. Although characterised as life-style diseases, they
attack the poor and the rich. They

We are optimistic about our targets. We
will clear critical stumbling blocks like
rehabilitation and resettlement (R&R)
hiccups and departmental works will
also have to be improved. I don’t think
we can do much more than this in the
remaining 10 months. But in the long
run, we will invest more on infrastructure facilities. Our capital investment
for the next five years is around Rs
32,000 crore.
We will invest more on railway lines
and will speed up the three rail projects
in the pipeline in Jharkhand,
Chhattisgarh and Odisha, which will see
a total investment of about Rs 2,000
crore. These projects include the ToriShivapur-Hazaribagh line in Jharkhand
that is about a 100 km, Mand-Raigad in
Chhattisgarh and another 100-120 km
railway line between Bhupdevapur and
Manoharpur in Talcher, Odisha. If these
three projects are implemented, we will
be able to evacuate 50 MT through each
of these projects.

are far less susceptible to campaign-style approaches used for
vaccination and require more dayto-day screening and behavioural
as well as pharmacological management. This requires more professional input than what a community health worker with a
minimum educational qualification till 8th class may be able to
manage.
It is time to overcome the legacy
of the 1980s when suspicions of
Western-style curative services
dominated and replace it with an
integrated provisioning of health
services that includes preventive
and curative services. A focus on
community health workers has
many benefits but it is not the solution to the urgent need for professional training. Even after we recognise the urgency of increasing
professional inputs, several
decades will pass before sufficient
numbers of doctors, nurses and laboratory technicians will be trained.
It is imperative that we get started.
The author is Senior Fellow at NCAER
and Professor of Sociology at University
of Maryland. These views are personal
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Peer review
The investor relations team at one of the top
five IT services firms headquartered in
Bangalore had unexpected callers during a
recent analysts’ call after its fourth quarter
results. It found that other than the usual
analysts on the call, some employees from a
competitor firm had also logged in. These
unusual suspects were employees of its
Bangalore-based peer, headquartered just 30
km away, which has been in the news for its
slow growth and for not giving increments.
Sources in the company that held the
analysts’ call said these employees could be
from the mid-management level of the
competitor’s finance team.

Golden outlook

Do you think environmental concerns
are going to become a constraint? How
are you going to tackle it?

We are taking more proactive steps and
will get in touch with all stakeholders
like the environment ministry, state governments, district administration and
the locals so that it doesn’t become a
major stumbling block. All I can say is we
are hopeful of getting the clearances for
pending projects. About 70 projects need
to be cleared that have a capacity of
about 196 MT. Some of these have evacuation problems. So, even if the clearances are in place we may or may not be
able to take it forward.
CIL was unsuccessful in overseas
acquisitions. Even the Mozambique
project is yet to take off. What are the
primary issues?

At present, FSAs are yet to be signed.
After signing FSAs, imports will come
into the picture and we will then be able
to assess the shortfall. The question on
the views of power companies regarding
this proposal will only arise once FSAs
are signed.
Is a price increase under consideration
at this point in time? Will there be a
rollback of the gross calorific value
(GCV) system?

We will look into the issue of price rise
only after coming out with the finan-

cial results. The nine-month impact of
the National Coal Wage Agreement
(NCWA) IX will have to be factored in.
I can’t say when it will happen but
prices have to be adjusted from time to
time.
The government has notified the
GCV system, so I don’t think there will
be a rollback. There should be no difference between GCV and useful heat
value (UHV) systems, it is only a notification. There may be some issues related to the grading and quality but GCV
per se cannot be an objectionable thing.

We are not a private company so we can’t
take big decisions quickly. They have to
go through a process. The governmentto-government route is much easier. But
that, too, has its own set of problems.
For example, working in a foreign territory where there is no expertise, you
have to get technology from outside.
On acquisitions, we have to look at
properties that can be completely
owned by Coal India. And for that, we
should look at some African and
Southeast Asian countries, rather the
developed world.

Holding parties to celebrate the success of a
company's debut on the stock market has
become common practice. But a newly listed
gold jewellery retailer went one step ahead
and hosted a "successful listing party" even
though the company's share price ended
nearly 10 per cent lower on debut. But so
what if shares of the company didn't sparkle
on listing, the logic went, given the strong
surge in gold prices and their expected strong
showing in the year ahead, its bottom-line
can be expected to shine in the future.

Teachable moments
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offshore deals being taxable in India if these
involve Indian assets, then why are the retrospective changes not being used to open cases in which assessments have been completed? Second, why should the government waive
interest and penalty in the Vodafone case only
and not in other cases? Surely, discretion
should be exercised logically and consistently to avoid graft and unequal treatment.
P Datta Kolkata
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To get your copy, contact your newspaper
vendor, call us on 1800-11-4300 (toll-free) or
e-mail us at: order@bsmail.in

Blank Slate

A bad call
This refers to the report “Govt prepares
Vodafone tax notice, legal reply” (May 10).
Despite the vigorous defence put up by the
finance minister, introducing retrospective
changes in law amounts to bad public policy.
Once the highest court in a country pronounces its interpretation on a piece of legislation, the government should honour it and
change the law prospectively if it believes it
was poorly written. Unfortunately, most political parties are supporting the government
because the case involves a multinational
company; to do the contrary would have
meant being branded anti-national. Even if
the government’s current amendments are
upheld by the Supreme Court on the grounds
of the parliamentary prerogative to legislate,
two questions would still need to be
addressed. First, if the law was always clear on

This refers to the report “Little room to cut
interest rates: RBI” (May 9). The economy
seems to be facing a new impossible trinity of
money supply, inflation and growth. In its
Monetary Policy Statement for 2012-13, the
Reserve Bank of India slashed the short-term
lending rate by 0.5 per cent to eight per cent.
This was done with the avowed objective of
boosting liquidity and growth. However, neither liquidity nor growth has improved since
then. Many banks reduced both their lending
and deposit rates simultaneously after the
annual policy announcement. And, consequently, banks’ liquidity position worsened
thanks to poor deposit growth owing to
reduced deposit rates. The liquidity adjustment facility (LAF) borrowing exceeded `1
lakh crore as on May 8.
As for economic growth, it is a function of
many variables of which adequate supply of
cheaper credit to the industry is just one
aspect. The other components of economic
growth strategy, like fiscal reforms and the
removal of supply-side bottlenecks in agriculture still remain elusive.
G K Murthy Bangalore

A tribute to M S Gujral
Apropos A K Bhattacharya’s column “Public
sector’s unsung hero” (Raisina Hill, May 8), it
was sad to learn of the death of M S Gujral.
Immediately after his stint with Coal India, a
leading weekly had published an interview
with him. If I recall correctly, Gujral had said
in the interview that the implementation of
law involves some violence, and only those
who can face this violence can implement the
law. These words remained with us as the
essence of management. A few more Gujrals
would have certainly changed the face of the
public sector in India. The nation has lost a
true public servant.
Y P Issar New Delhi
Letters can be mailed, faxed or e-mailed to:
The Editor, Business Standard
Nehru House, 4 Bahadur Shah Zafar Marg
New Delhi 110 002
Fax: (011) 23720201 · E-mail: letters@bsmail.in
All letters must have a postal address and telephone number
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A consultancy firm that’s into safety and
security in office buildings saw all that it
preaches going up in smoke during a recent
earth tremor that hit parts of south India on
April 11. Many experts in the consultancy, who
use quantitative techniques to advise their
clients on security and safety for both natural
or man-made disasters, lost their heads the
day the tremors hit. As the first tremors
struck, most of them promptly grabbed their
most precious belongings, mostly laptops,
and began to run down the stairs without
bothering to check who was in front or
behind them. “Many of them are Six Sigma,”
said their frustrated CEO, referring to the
stringent quality metric.
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