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1. What Can Previous Lockdown
Strategies Tell us About Ending the Rise
of COVID-19?
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
Do past policy interventions for diseases that swept the globe

on September 28, 1918. School closures, bans on public meetings

offer any insights to respond to the coronavirus pandemic

and other social distancing measures were not implemented up

currently raging across the world?

until October 3, 1918. By this time, the flu had already spread and
was beyond the control of public health authorities.

The closest historical example to our current situation, one that is
commonly cited, is the 1918 flu pandemic. In the United States,

St. Louis, on the other hand, responded with alacrity. The first

cities used one of the following measures, or a mix of them, to

signs of the disease were reported on October 5, 1918. The

contain the disease: notifying the flu as an epidemic; closing

authorities implemented a wide series of interventions to promote

schools, churches, theatres, dance halls and public lodging places;

social distancing from 7 October 1918.The following graph shows

banning public gatherings; and isolating sick persons.

the difference in death rates in the two cities. The difference in
response times between the two cities was nearly 14 days and the

In some cities, these non-pharmaceutical policy interventions

epidemic was three to five times more severe in Philadelphia. The

(NPPIs) were put in place in the first days of an epidemic spread,

death rate at peak time was 250/lakh and 50/lakh in Philadelphia

while in other cases they were introduced late or not at all. Thus,

and St. Louis, respectively. The cumulative deaths (September 8 –

there was great variance in the methods and timing of

December 28, 1918) were 719/lakh for Philadelphia and 347/lakh

implementation measures in the US, and this gives clues to policy

for St. Louis. The death rate in St. Louis climbed after the NPPIs

makers on the way ahead.

were withdrawn in mid-November.

Let us start with a concrete example of the differential responses

The response to the 1918 flu pandemic offers some lessons. First,

of the cities of Philadelphia and St. Louis. The first case of disease

aggressive social distancing, imposed early (i.e. when few people

spread among citizens in Philadelphia was reported on September

have died), leads to less deaths at the peak of the pandemic.

17, 1918. The city’s officials did not take the outbreak seriously and

Secondly, the number of NPPIs matter – cities where three of

continued to allow large gatherings, including a city-wide parade

fewer NPPIs were implemented had an average per week death
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1. What Can Previous Lockdown
Strategies Tell us About Ending the Rise
of COVID-19?
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
rate of 146/lakh as compared to cities implementing four or more
NPPIs (65/lakh). Three, the interventions have to be withdrawn in
a planned way otherwise the death rate will climb again.
Peak death rates were lower when large public gatherings were
banned early, and schools, churches and theatres were closed.
Early onset of the disease coupled with rapid NPPIs usually leads
to an early response and reduces the peak death rate. Finally, the
epidemic comes in waves, and cities with lower peak deaths in the
first wave are more susceptible in the subsequent waves. Thus, a
planned draw-down is required.
Image Source: Hatchett, Mecher and Lipsitch
The Indian government’s social distancing idea enforced through
the voluntary nationwide ‘janata curfew’ shows a deep insight into

These are only a few examples and several similar principles could

tackling the pandemic. It is the single-most appropriate response

be thought of and developed into policy instruments. All in all, a

in a diverse nation with huge differences in health systems, where

complete lockdown for some time with simultaneous measures

malls, cinema halls and streets are social areas and people

that are transformative is likely to lead to an Indian way of dealing

traveling in buses (also trucks) or by rail and air are most likely to

with the COVID-19 pandemic and bring about a permanent change

spread COVID-19 to other parts of the country.

in the way we do things in India and the world.

Based on the learning from earlier experience, the Indian policy

This article first appeared on The Wire Science on 24/03/2020.

response should contain the following elements:
1. Continue the nationwide voluntary lockdown for at least for 14
days. During these 14 days, state/district/city-level plans for
gradual draw-down should be formulated and implemented
hereafter.
2. During the lockdown, design measures to continue work,
which will also be useful for gradual withdrawal of NPPIs.
Therefore, the present pandemic will be seen as a challenge to
transmute the way we do things. For this, some principle may
be established. The first principle could be to take services to
people instead of people coming to the government and some
examples include education (digital teaching), health and
implementation of various beneficiary schemes.
3. The government can also start to deliver food to doorsteps
instead of people coming to shops (e.g. ration shops).
4. For government offices, the principle should be to reduce their
carbon footprint. This includes developing protocols for
organising all meetings via tele- or video-conference mode. All
file work and communication to be done digitally. Another
principle could be trust people first and verify later. For this,
there could be identify regulations, rules and practices where
permissions could be automatic, within set timelines and field

The epidemic comes in
waves, and cities with lower
peak deaths in the first wave
are more susceptible in the
subsequent waves. Thus, a
planned draw-down is
required.

verification could be done later.
For the production sectors, announce an economic package,
which protects incomes and employment.
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2. Working from
Home in Government
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
Simply, there are two basic activities in government offices -

Additionally, no outside vehicles were allowed to enter the

meetings and paper disposal (e.g. files, policy-making).

campus (e.g. Uber), all packets coming in were delivered at the

Additionally, a training institution may also engage in classroom

main gate were cleaned and sanitized before being sent inside,

learning and research. This article contains the outline of

newspaper supply was stopped and a visitor management system

measures taken by the Indian Institute of Corporate Affairs (IICA)

was implemented. Moreover, lifts were stopped except for the use

to ensure that the institute works normally during the COVID 19

by the old and differently-abled. Second, contingency plans were

lockdown.

prepared to operate housekeeping, maintenance, catering services
by providing boarding and lodging for minimum of workers in the

Acting on the dictum - ‘if you fail to plan, you are planning to fail’,

campus. Also, the faculty prepared detailed plans for organizing all

the IICA started step-wise planning early - in the first week of

classes, giving assignments and holding meetings in case of a total

March 2020. The goal was to ensure that all normal time activities

lockdown.

continue without interruption. Below, is given the way planning
and implementation was done.

During the lockdown - The work-from-home plan was rolled out
from 23 March 2020. The key features were –

Prior to lockdown - Pre-COVID lockdown planning consisted of
three steps. First, at the end of the second week of March 2020

All home workers were expected to wear smart casual clothes

body temperature testing and hand washing at front gate was

and be seated on a separate desk in their house and be

introduced, all door handles/gymnasium equipment was cleaned

available during office hours.

with disinfectant, hand sanitizer was placed at several common

Every day started with a meeting at 9:30 a.m. by all Heads with

places in the campus, wearing face masks was encouraged, faculty

their teams where they would identify the tasks for the day. At

and researchers were advised to work from cabins and use

5:30 p.m. the teams would re-assemble to review the progress

Blackboard (Bb) for conducting all meetings and classroom

on tasks set in the morning. These documents were uploaded

learning/testing as well as depend on e-office only for disposal of

on Bb.

all papers/files.

The periodical meetings were standardized and included in the
daily timetable.
All meetings were held on Bb and recorded, thus dispensing
with the need for minutes. At the same time online chats
permitted members to talk among themselves during the
meetings.
The attendance was monitored by the Head (IT) and shared
with the HR Department; additionally, the HR Department
prepared a daily log of activities and outputs by all human
resources.

The response to
COVID-19 need not be
viewed as a zero-sum
game where a biological
enemy has to be defeated
at the cost of economic
well being of humans.

File movement from the initiating level was done on e-office
from home.
There is a facility of organizing online classes on Bb. As the
IICA was already using the Bb learning management system,
the faculty easily shifted to using Bb for conducing online
classes, giving assignments and organizing other class
activities.
On the other hand The IICA manages the portal for
registration and testing of independent directors. The
independent directors take the tests from home and AI
technology is used for remote proctoring. This facility was
available to conduct admission tests for other courses, such as
the one-year long Graduate Insolvency Programme (GIP).
All essential workers (e.g. cooks, electricians, plumbers) were
given boarding and lodging in the campus and entry and exit of
all outsiders stopped.
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2. Working from
Home in Government
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
Grocery and water supplies were deposited at the main gate

However, some small explorations show that there are ways of

and disinfected and kept in the sun for 2-3 hours before being

converting zero-sum outcomes into dual positive ones.

sent in to the kitchen. The waste disposal contractor was
allowed to enter through a different entrance, not interact

All in all, the response to COVID 19 need not be viewed as a zero-

with anybody and sanitize the waste collection point after

sum game where a biological enemy, COVID, has to be defeated at

collecting the garbage.

the cost of economic well being of humans.

The COVID 19 lockdown was accepted as a challenge and some
new ideas were tried out. Some of these are given below Teams of faculty and researchers (including cross-functional)
belonging to a particular School/Centre were given increased
autonomy to figure out things. These were conceived as selfmanaging entrepreneurial academic units with their own
business plans.
The Heads prepared annual strategic plans in February/March
with activity/ budget and timeline and their roles were also
clearly defined in the strategic plans - the aim was to
maximize focus and minimize distractions.
Workflows were digitalized and meetings video-recorded.
During the coronavirus outbreak, IICA’s Schools/Centres are
learning to work in formation and learnt to make required
trade-offs in a way so as to get over the School/Centre silos
and move to creating knowledge across disciplines.
The key learning for other institutions as well as other bounded
areas (e.g. RWAs, gated communities) during lockdown are anticipating and starting early, monitoring closely, using some
relevant digital tools and tapping opportunities for transformation
by making trade-offs, not possible in normal times.
The common belief is that in a lockdown, economic activity is an
oxymoron. Now, it seems that the lockdown will be extended in
large parts of India, therefore, we have to revisit the common
belief that there is an inverse relationship between lockdown and
economic activity.
The origins lie in two perspectives and bridging them seems as
impossibility. First, there is the viewpoint originating from
economics - we should aim to bring about the greatest total good,
even if we have to live with disease (and possibly deaths) along the
way. This group suggests that the extent and nature of the
lockdown should strike a balance with economic loss. In contrast,
the epidemiological viewpoint believes that we have duties to
protect the lives of each and every one from sickness and death,
no matter what economic loss we suffer along the way.

The COVID-19 lockdown
was accepted as a
challenge (at the Indian
Institute of Corporate
Affairs, IICA) and some
new ideas were tried out.

Based on these perspectives we tend to cast the relationship
between lockdown and economic activity in either/or terms. f
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3. A Post-14 April Framework
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
Post-14 April requires a framework within which all State

wear masks, (3) decide on people to be quarantined in houses or in

Governments can plug in. The framework will have scope for

hospitals, (4) decide on local sanitary measures, (5) doorstep

adaptation by the States and, importantly local areas. Moving away

distribution of food, medicines and daily provisions, particularly to

from a cookie cutter model will leave room for adaption to local

the poor and the vulnerable, (6) identify establishments (e.g.

conditions and take into account varying levels of existing

schools, stadia, community halls) that can be converted into

conditions in local areas. Thus, the framework will follow a ‘loose-

temporary hospitals by the State Governments and assist in such

fit, light touch’ framework in which states and local areas will have

conversions, (7) identify private doctors to look after these

the opportunity to adapt their responses, in real-time, to the

hospitals, and (8) distribute pensions, direct cash transfer, etc. to

COVID 19. Let us first look at some broad principles based on the

the local residents.

learning contained in the responses to earlier pandemics,
including COVID 19.

Principle 3 (States to support local units): State Governments
(including district/sub-division/taluq/mandal officers) assistance

Principle 1 (Identifying the local unit and creating leadership):

will be required by the Areas for the following tasks, (1) providing

The local units should permit real participation of local residents

masks, ventilators and test kits, In case doctors are unavailable,

in the management of COVID 19. The conventional units -

then deploy doctors (e.g. private, AYUSH) from elsewhere, (2)

districts/taluqs/wards - are too large and the best would be an

provisioning for all medial and health supplies and technical

Area containing 5000 people (an area, see 73rd and 74th

assistance, (3) mobilizing and provide digital solutions for tracking

Constitutional Amendment). The Area will be different for rural

patients and provide access to telemedicine, (4) organizing

and urban areas. For each Area there will be one action team with

advocacy on a range of issues that are connected to prevention of

one leader and a single chain of command. For example, the

COVID-19 and its treatment so that the people can make sense of

volunteers in Andhra Pradesh could be members the action team.

the huge amounts of information being received by them daily
from several sources (e.g. social media), (5) providing direct help if

Principle 2 (Entrustment of functions): All COVID 19 related

the local unit is overwhelmed by a large number of cases, and (6)

functions, which can be best done at the Area level will be

converting atleast one building into a large COVID 19 hospital (e.g.

entrusted to it. Some examples to be given to the Areas are, (1)

stadium) with the help of NDRF/armed police.

decide on locking down of spatial areas based on the morbidity
and mortality patterns, (2) ensure that all people in the local unit

Principle 4 (Monitor, feedback, modify response): The Areas will
establish a system of real-time monitoring using the ubiquitous
mobile phone to decide on places to impose individual social
distances and spatial cordon sanitaire of Areas. At the same time,
the higher levels will do deeper analysis and provide inputs to
Areas. One example, is the research done by New York Institute of
Technology. The study found (with some statistical caveats) the
following associations - the average mortality rate was 0.78 deaths
per million people for 55 nations having a national BCG policy. The

Moving away from a
cookie cutter model will
leave room for adaption
to local conditions and
take into account varying
levels of existing
conditions in local areas.

mortality figure was 16.39 for five nations (Italy, the US,
Netherlands, Lebanon and Belgium) not having such a policy.
Here, the higher levels can advise Areas to craft their responses
based on the levels of BCG vaccination. Such hit-and-trial
initiatives will enable Areas to respond in real-time to everchanging situations.
Principle 5 (public cooperation and participation): Public has to
be involved in the spatial cordon sanitaire approach. A basic
element of public cooperation is sharing of information. People
threatened with lockdown do not cooperate with authorities.
People take flight, which spreads the epidemic, and the authorities
do not get to know or get to know quite late. Eliciting peoples’
cooperation is what public health teaches us since the plague
years - focus on case findings of individuals, followed by tracing
and isolation. This is what the Area will achieve in India.
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4. How to Kickstart Economic Activity in
Lockdown Times
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
In case the lockdown is extended, then one crucial challenge will

no outside vehicles will be allowed to enter the zone and all people

be to restart economic activity. While there are not many

will have to wear masks, (3) daily spraying (e.g. bleaching powder)

precedent cases to rely upon, some findings from small-scale

of all public places will be done, (4) door delivery of essentials will

examples, such as the operations of the Indian Institute of

be done - best is to use existing e-commerce companies - and all

Corporate Affairs (IICA) during March/April 2020, can be upscaled

material entering the red zone will be cleaned and sanitized at the

to the community level. Based on the learning, some ways to

entry point to the zone, (5) telemedicine services will be

continue the lockdown as well as resume economic pursuits are

introduced for all households, and (6) people working in

given below.

households will reside within the zone in order to reduce the daily
movement of people into the zone. The households in the zone

Spatial cordon sanitaire approach: In this approach a sanitary

will provide food and other essentials to the workers, in addition

cordoned area will be identified in three steps, (1) division of

to their wages.

districts/cities into areas, and (2) classifying these areas into red
(hot), orange (medium) and green (free) zones depending on the

Similar or a variation of interventions will be implemented in the

start, spread and control of COVID-19 in the area, (3) change in

orange and green zones. Depending on the local context, the

classification at periodic intervals depending on the nature and

interventions will be modified and adapted. For example, kirana

spread of COVID-19. Once the zones are demarcated, different

shops will be allowed to open in orange and green zones and

interventions will be required for each zone. For example, the IICA

restaurants and hotels will be permitted to open in green zones

interventions showed that the following actions will be required in

for limited periods during the day.

the red zone, (1) entry/exit of all visitors has to be regulated. In
case some people have to enter to stay in the zone, then their

Economic activity: The lockdown has led to near cessation of

movement history for the past 15 days needs to be ascertained.

economic activity, making it imperative to restart economic

Moreover, they should record their temperatures every four hours

activity. This will again depend on the type of zone and some

and send to local officers (e.g. Asha workers, patwaris, ward

examples are given below –

officers) on WhatsApp, (2) movement of people will be minimized,
To start the economic activity connected to harvest of rabi
crop: This will be permitted in villages categorized as orange
and green category. E-commerce platforms will be allowed to
procure farm produce from anywhere in India and sell directly
to consumers. At the same time, special efforts will be made to
enable villages in the red category to transit to orange/green
categories so that economic activity resumes seamlessly.

In case the lockdown is
extended, a crucial
challenge will be to
restart economic activity.
Actions based on smallscale examples need to be
employed to jumpstart
economic activity at
various levels.

Small and medium industry located in industrial areas (e.g.
estates, business parks) will be allowed to start operations and
the estate, which will be treated as a cordon sanitaire and
completely insulated from their surroundings. Therefore,
workers will have to reside in the estate or factory premises.
Similarly, large industry and essential manufacturing (e.g.
oxygen, pharmaceuticals) will again be allowed to form a
cordon sanitaire and permitted to operate independently.
Furthermore, inspection of all factories and shops will be
suspended for six months, and all returns will be sent digitally
and based on self-declarations. This will also lead to reduction
in supervisory levels in governments.
All hospitals and clinics, not completely involved in COVID-19
prevention and curative operations, should start tele-medicine
services for symptomatic treatment of people based on the
ubiquitous mobile phone. This should be part of Ayushman
Bharat. At the same time, delivery of medicines by ecommerce agencies will also be allowed.
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4. How to Kickstart Economic Activity in
Lockdown Times
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
For restoring supply chains to delivering household items, etaxi platforms will be integrated with producers (e.g. kirana
stores, restaurants).
All educational institutions should start to use and familiarize
with learning management systems (mobile and computer
enabled) for the providing full range of pedagogy - classroom
instruction (including activity) and material, assignments,
online testing, tutorials and proctored admission tests. The
present reliance on WhatsApp and computer cameras should
be replaced with learning management systems (LMS). This
will ensure that there is no delay in scheduled academic
activities.
Financial services and outsourcing services will
restart/continue and areas where they are located declared as
cordon sanitaire zones. Employees will operate in shifts, for
instance 15 days at a time. For instance, ONGC in offshore
areas has such shifts.
Government business: Simply, there are two basic activities in
government offices - meetings and paper disposal (e.g. files,
policy-making). All governments have developed versions of eoffice and video-conferencing and these should be fully used
without any face-to-face interactions. Careful protocols will have
to be developed for work-from-home (WFH).
Some of the elements of relevant work-from-home protocols
rolled-out in IICA are, (1) all meetings are recorded on the
platform, Blackboard, thus dispensing the need for preparing
meeting minutes, (2) every day in the morning, tasks are identified
by the Heads for their teams and completion is again reviewed at
the of the day, (3) meetings for the week are decided in advance
and standardized agendas prepared, (4) all the above (e.g.
attendance in meetings and work turned out by each human
resource) are monitored daily by the human resource department.
Actions based on these small-scale examples need to be employed
to jumpstart the economic activity at various levels. What is
required, in the words of Dr. Michael Ryan, is to move quickly, not
hesitate to always be right before moving, not be afraid to make
mistakes or worry about its consequence.
Because the greatest error will be not to move.

Actions based on these
small-scale examples
need to be employed to
jumpstart the economic
activity at various levels.
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5. Post COVID-19 Economic Lift
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
The effects of the lockdown on the economy have been

with a suspension of GST on services, this will rekindle production

tremendous: Nearly all supply chains have been disrupted,

in the country and breathe new life into consumption.

productive activity has mostly stopped, and circuits of money flow
have been severely disrupted. A combination of these factors has

Furthermore, all development programmes will be collapsed into

not only caused consumption goods and services from the market

one form of cash transfer. This will maximize the outcomes

to collapse, but also dented entrepreneurship. Therefore, the

associated with such programmes as well as empower people to

challenge at hand is to restart economic activities and sufficiently

choose what they want to consume and immediately create a

address the above effects.

demand for goods and services in rural and urban areas. While
converting existing programmes, the following principle will be

Given the uniqueness of the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic,

adhered to - only those programs will be continued that are able

conventional economic theories are of little use and we have to

to demonstrate that they are doing a better job, than the poor

think of something novel, possibly even audacious. One way is to

could do for themselves through cash transfers. In turn, cash

imagine that time stopped on 24 March 2020 and the clock starts

transfers are of three varieties - total (direct cash transfer),

ticking again, 120 days after the lockdown is done away with. The

restricted (conditional cash transfer, vouchers) and contrived (e.g.

effects of such a freeze are elucidated below.

food for work, employment programmes). Direct cash transfer will
be the default option. Conditional transfer will substitute for

There will be a freeze on all loan repayments or interest

programs in which specific needs have to be met and larger sums

accumulation on any type of loan. This will revive the circuits in

have to be distributed to meet these needs. Finally, if particular

which money will flow for production and consumption in the

community works are required, then cash for work will be the

economy. The freeze on economic regulations/rules implies

preferred choice. For example, in order to continue with social

temporarily suspension of external supervision by inspectors and

distancing, one way could be to deliver food grains through e-

this will unleash entrepreneurship. For example, factories will be

commerce, rather than rely on p.d.s. shops.

permitted to restart and follow all regulations/rules on their own
without oversight of the departments (e.g. labour, factories,

Finally, there is an increasing possibility of shifting manufacturing

electricity). Similarly, construction activity will be revived based

away from China, mainly to the country of origin. India can

on existing building rules and zoning regulations, without

leverage on this opportunity by earmarking large areas (e.g. 10,000

requiring any building permissions from town planning

hectares) around all minor ports and arrange all factors of

departments. Connected to this is the suspension of circle rates,

production (land, physical space, natural resources, labour, money

which will allow land markets to operate freely. The basic idea is

and equipment, and entrepreneurship) as available to them in

that Indian people can be trusted to self-regulate themselves.

their existing locations in China. This will boost manufacturing in

What happens to GST during the freeze period? At this time, GST

India.

is expected to be an obstacle on consumption. In order to use GST
to induce consumption, GST will be be levied only on finished

The notion of freeze holds much promise to become a game-

products and not on raw materials and intermediates. Coupled

changer in the long run. Nobel Laureate Elinor Ostorm’s work in
the developing nations showed that in the unique culture of India,
there are two types of rules in operation. One is the “rules in form”
(e.g. policies, programmes) created at the top, and second is the
actual “rules in use”, crafted by local people to get their work done
and move on with life. During the freeze, governments will allow

The cessation in economic
activity caused by the
pandemic provides a once-ina-lifetime opportunity to
reboot traditional ways of
doing things.

the rules in use to operate to deliver the best outcomes. It is not
as if the rules in use will be unbridled - they will work within a
framework set by the existing rules in form (e.g. existing laws,
rules, regulations).
All in all, the thrust of this article is that the compulsion to freeze
economic activity provides an opportunity to have a fresh look at
how and what we have been doing so far following conventional
ways. Examples have been given with the purpose to demonstrate
to policy-makers that the cessation in economic activity caused by
the COVID-19 pandemic provides a once-in-a-lifetime
opportunity to reboot traditional ways of doing things.
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6. Revving Up the Economy at Little Cost
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
Going into May, the challenge at hand is to rev-up the Indian

We call this notion completeness. Applied to the economy, this

economy. The standard prescriptions are based on the assumption

would mean that all components of the economy should start at

that we require some sort of a financial stimulus to restart the

the same time. The unit of completeness could vary - village/city,

economy. Admittedly, money is required for the economy to

region, district, state, etc. This could also be done sector-wise if

resume, however, this article will explore possibilities of restoring

all the backward and forward linkages are identified and available

the Indian economy without inordinately focusing on some sort of

in a given geography.

a financial boost.
The idea of completeness goes beyond the conventional approach
There are three ways to go about stimulating the economy, the

of economists where the focus is on stimulating the supply- or

first being to address the disruption in supply chains. There are

demand-side and the estimate funds required for doing this.

three types of supply (used interchangeably with value) chains in

Undoubtedly these traditional methods are valid. However, there

India - completely formal, formal/informal, and only informal. The

is another organic, internal way of reviving supply-chains that is

completely formal value chain was completely GST amenable,

worth exploring. The levying of GST on finished goods and

while the other two were partly compliant. GST exemption up to a

services only, will induce restoration of millions of supply chains.

certain turnover and payment of GST at a fixed rate of turnover

Simply, we would be exempting GST on all raw materials and

(composition scheme) are two examples of recognition of these

intermediates at least for, say, six months by when the economy

hybrid value chains.

will, hopefully, gain near full steam. This approach does involve
some loss of revenue in the immediate future, but the assumption

The challenge thrown up by COVID-19 lockdown is how to revive

is that the increase in economic activity will compensate for the

these value chains. There is no precedence to fall back on to guide

loss in the longer run. There will also be another benefit. The GST

this process and we have to fall back on other metaphors. Suppose

in practice has unintentionally become a sort of consumption tax,

the economy is the human body (both are complex): Imagine if we

thereby, retarding consumption. By limiting GST to finished goods

were given a wish that we can stop all our functions in our body

and service, consumption will get a fillip.

and then revive them at will. The coming to life will be only
possible if all organs start at the same time. We cannot have the

Furthermore, this has to be complemented by re-establishing

brain starting today and the liver tomorrow, with the kidneys

circuits of money flow (includes all forms - physical, digital) in the

coming online day-after-tomorrow and blood flow the week after.

economy. Let us assume that time stopped on the day of the

The notion of completeness
has lessons for attracting
business planning to relocate
from China. In order to do
so, we should carve out
enclaves and provide them
the complete environment as
is prevailing in their present
locations in China.
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6. Revving Up the Economy at Little Cost
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
lockdown and resumes only when economy activity is restarted.
Thus, all dues (e.g. loan repayments, tax payments) will be
computed from D-Day, the day when economy reopens or any
future date. During this period there will be a hold on economic
regulations/rules (e.g. suspension of insolvency code for a year).
This will mean a temporary suspension of external supervision by
inspectors. For example, construction activity will be revived
based on existing building rules and zoning regulations, without
requiring any building permissions from town planning
departments. Once construction restarts, there will be generation
of large-scale employment in India.
This will also rekindle entrepreneurship in the several ways. For
instance, entrepreneurs will be able to devote all their attention to
staring business, establishing supply chains, locating new market
opportunities, and reducing cost of production. During the
process of rebuilding their business, they will be able to look out
for the best and most innovative business practices.
The notion of completeness has lessons for attracting business
planning to relocate from China. In order to do so, we should
carve out enclaves and provide them the complete environment as
is prevailing in their present locations in China. Such a business
environment will include land, physical space, natural resources,
labour, money and equipment, minimal regulations and
opportunities for innovation and entrepreneurship. Preferably,
these enclaves should be established near ports (particularly
minor ports) as in China.
Outside of a financial stimulus that is traditionally sought as a
solution to accelerate an economy, the possibilities outlined here
can be employed by policy-makers to rev up the economy and
drive long-term benefits.

Outside of a financial
stimulus that is
traditionally sought as a
solution to accelerate an
economy, the possibilities
outlined here can be
employed by policymakers to rev up the
economy and drive longterm benefits.
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7. Rebooting Indian Cities
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
The origins of Indian cities can be traced back to the Indus Valley

should be renovated with cafes and interesting shops and window

civilization. During the middle ages, Indian cities developed

displays to promote pedestrian traffic.

through the years by a process of accretion of settlements.
Accretion happened as a response to invasions, physical

Second, traffic-calming measures should be enforced, such as

expression of a new political regimes or idealogies, and regional

low speed limits, traffic bumps, and the preservation of on-

and political interests. Thus, an Indian city consisted of cities

street parking. All these serve to protect pedestrians and induce

within cities (we call these localities today). During the British rule,

walking by local residents.

‘planned’ areas came up, such as civil lines, cantonments, military
lines and railway colonies, plus shopping areas called the sadr

Third, streetscape should be promoted. This can be done by, (1)

bazaar (main market). After independence, State Housing Boards

building houses close to the lot line so that people can easily

and Urban Development Authorities added new housing areas to

interact with people walking, (2) moving away from convention of

cities, and post-1991, market led growth further shaped Indian

building narrower streets, thus creating a slower traffic pattern

cities (e.g. Gurugram, Hyderabad). Thus, by and large, four types of

and more neighbourly interaction across the street, and (3)

urban forms are found in cities in present-day India.

visually de-emphasizing parking meaning and placing behind,
instead of in front of, buildings and houses.

The COVID-19 pandemic lockdown has led to a different
experience of urban life in cities. In many ways, the lockdown has

Fourth and last, areas should be made self-sufficient in waste

valuable lessons that can be taken into consideration to reboot

management, using recycled water and electricity supply. Such

Indian cities upon re-opening. Let’s look at four measures that can

tweaking of localities is possible and will require demolishing old

be undertaken.

structures, followed by redevelopment. This will also include
creating new layouts - France followed this method during the

First, localities can be retrofitted for walking, not only for

eighteenth century and the U.S. during the early parts of the 20th

automobiles. To accomplish this, homes should be located within

Century. However, this method is no longer the first method of

a five-minute walk to schools and kirana stores. Obstacles such as

choice in urban planning. Another way to carry this out is to

fast highway approaches and access ramps, should be reduced in

recycle (retrofit) localities without large-scale demolition. For this,

number as well. Further, several areas have centers and these

let us look at what Patrick Geddes explored during 1915-19 for 18

The COVID-19 pandemic
lockdown has led to a
different experience of
urban life in cities.
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7. Rebooting Indian Cities
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
Indian cities (e.g. Tanjore, Madurai, Balrampur, Lucknow and

different from, say, Greater Kailash in Delhi. Furthermore, we will

Indore). Geddes understood the importance of local context in

have to reduce the size of roads (called Diet Roads) to make them

India and was against the policy of ‘sweeping clearances’. He

more pedestrian-friendly, particularly for women, children, elderly

would first conduct a diagnostic survey followed by ‘constructive

and the differently-abled. Open spaces will also have to developed

and conservative surgery’. The diagnostic survey starts with an

as parks or as playgrounds. Streets will have to identified where

assessment of the nature of growth of the city. The city seems

motor vehicles will be disallowed or restricted to some time

chaotic to the modern eye trained to a mechanical order,

during the day only. Similarly for parking, spots will have to be

however, there is an underlying order of life in its development.

identified and appropriate charges will be determined.

The method of conservative surgery is different from the typical
development of new grids of forty feet streets through congested

When it comes to recycling, there must be a plan to recycle water

localities, in common practice in India at that time. Conservative

using eco-friendly technology (e.g. Phytorid plants by CSIR Lab,

surgery shows that new streets may not be really required as

Nagpur); establish solar panels on top of all houses and not fit for

existing lanes can be substantially improved by rearranging the

use spaces; organize small facilities for local separation of solid

artifacts and activities on the streets.

waste, its recycling and reuse; and collect and reuse as much as
possible rain water. Finally, there must be a conscious plan to

Post-independence, India has followed traditional tools, such as

plant and protect trees. All these measures are well-known and

permissible property uses, and the control of development

require no elaboration.

intensity through FSI, dwellings per acre, height limits,
setbacks, etc. to regulate the built environment. If we had taken

As we prepare to re-open cities, we should take advantage of the

inspiration from Geddes we would have paid more attention to

unique once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to reaccess and plan for

buildings in localities, their relationship with neighbouring

Indian cities. It requires a new approach, one that focuses on the

buildings, streets in the front and open spaces in the

visual aspects of localities. Urban interventions should be

neighbourhood, rather than separating residential use from

designed to accommodate patterns of land use, not the other way

others, such as commerical and industrial.

around.

The COVID-19 lockdown provides an opportunity in which urban

We have to get under the skin of the city by drilling down to a

forms in Indian cities can be rebooted. Taking the suggested

scale that is more human. This requires bottom-up planning and

retrofitting, a small unit is selected. Generally, this should be a

COVID-19 lockdown has provided us a triggering moment to start

locality as the problems of localities are different for localities. For

afresh.

example, the retrofiting plan of Chandini Chowk will be very

Geddes understood the importance of local
context in India and was against the policy
of ‘sweeping clearances’. He recommended
a diagnostic survey followed by
‘constructive and conservative surgery’.
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8. Coming Out of the Lockdown
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
Third, progressively contiguous green zones would be joined
together to form larger green zones and over a period of time,
entire districts and states would gradually become completely
green. For example, towns and districts with the virus under
control and not having any new infections for several consecutive
days will be moved to green coding. Before moving entire large
areas to green, the ICMR would conduct random testing and
certify the town or district as COVID-19 infection free. There is
the possibility of testing and zoning to be imperfect, therefore,
infection in some green zones would return and these zones
would cease to be green. In such cases, the green labeling of the
town or district/sub-division would be lost, and would go back to
the earlier status. Admittedly, it is impossible to pause transport
connections for a long time due to the need for key workers to
The new challenge today is to learn to live with COVID-19. What

travel and some people are expected to ignore rules after such a

will the “new normal” look like? How can principles of urban

long lockdown. This leads to the fourth action point: the transport

planning and epidemiology be combined to shape the “new

network would be opened up in all zones sharing economic ties or

normal”? By combing the idea of zoning in urban planning and the

zones having large internal transportation needs. Most

practice containment in epidemiology, it is possible to formulate a

importantly, all commuters would be required to wear masks and

set of operations to create the “new normal”. Zoning rules were

maintain social distance.

originally developed to address the increasing problems of
congestion, lack of sunlight, incompatible uses, encroachment and

Fifth, some economic activities would be allowed in all zones in a

loss of open space. On one hand, zoning earmarks different parts

cumulative manner. In urban planning, cumulative land use means

of the city for different uses in which the number, types and

that if the “most intense” use is allowed, other less intense uses

features of buildings are restricted, prohibited, or permitted.

are automatically permitted. For example, in an industrial zone
house, construction would be allowed. In contrast, factories would

On the other hand, epidemiology uses the idea of making

not be allowed to operate in a residential zone. In green/orange

compartments for disease control. This is based on the SEIR

zones this would mean that once an economic activity is enabled

model. The SEIR model divides the population into four

in a zone, then all activities forming part of its value chain would

compartments - S, for those who are susceptible to COVID-19,

be automatically permitted.

likely a significant chunk of the population; E, are people who have
been exposed, but may not actually be infectious yet; I refers to

Sixth, a key activity would be household level surveillance and

people who are infectious, meaning they can pass on the infection

zonal level monitoring to obtain information and respond in real-

to someone else; and R is the set of people who have either

time to emerging issues. For example, in red/orange zones,

recovered from COVID-19 or have died, and thus can no longer

biweekly door-to-door survey would be organized to detect

spread the disease (as people can in the I list). The following set of

people showing COVID-19 symptoms. Zonal level monitoring

operations to come out of the lockdown are possible by combining

would include analysis of information coming from the

the spatial zones of urban planning with the classification of

households/community and responding based on the analysis.

groups of people based on the SEIR model.

Some other monitoring activities would include changing zones
from red to orange to green and opening up transport links within

First, each district would be divided into zones with about 5000

zones and to other zones. Finally, all these operations would be

residents. Second, each zone would be labeled as red, orange or

completely organized by regular line departments, such as

green depending on its current status regarding the spread of

revenue and panchayati raj/municipal. The police would be

COVID-19 based on the SEIR model. For example, the S&R

available to provide additional support when required.

compartments are labeled green, E compartment orange, and I
compartment red. As the disease levels are increasing/decreasing,

The larger message is that undoubtedly normalcy will be restored,

these zones will be dynamic - with red changing to orange and

but it is difficult to visualize what the “new normal” will be. The

orange to green. In some rare instances, a green zone may also

exit strategy outlined in the preceding paragraphs will enable

revert back to red/orange. Life would be quite normal within

people to slowly get used to the new normal as well as shape it by

green zones as far as activities within the zone are concerned. In

actively participating in the process of doing away with the

red zones, the lockdown situation would prevail in red zones and

current lockdown.

include restrictions on opening of shops and staying within
houses.
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9. Providing Rental Housing for Migrants
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
Since Independence, housing policies have largely promoted self-

popularity. In the programme, families who are given vouchers use

ownership for targetted households. Recently, the Government

them to help pay the cost of renting housing in the open market.

has announced plans to promote rental housing in urban areas.

A similar scheme would be designed for Indian conditions. The

This is a paradigm shift from the past policy of giving land/

rental scheme would provide financial assistance to the migrant

subsidies to households or builders/developers to construct

families up to a certain income level to enable them to afford a

housing for ownership. The challenge is to design a rental-

decent shelter to rent. A Rental Housing Voucher (RHV) would be

housing scheme that is attractive for the disadvantaged,

given to the tenants. These vouchers would be distributed to

particularly the migrant families.

tenants by urban local bodies and, in turn, be redeemed by the
house owners. The migrant family will only pay the difference

The primary objective of the scheme would be to provide rental

between the actual rent charged by the landowner and the

housing to a large number of households within a short span of

amount subsidized under the model. As this is the first time such a

time. Additionally, make available diverse rental housing options -

policy is being implemented, the Government will have to work

ranging from houses for families to dormitories for single workers

out the scheme details, such as the rent ceiling for financial

to shared accommodation, with flexible rental conditions (e.g.

assistance depending on class/size and prevailing rent in cities.

duration and initial deposit).

There are several other benefits of the rental voucher scheme.

In India there is a gradual move to shift its development and

First, migrants originate from several parts of India and

welfare policies towards direct benefit transfer. Direct benefit

typically do not own lands in cities where they work, therefore,

could be transferred in different ways - as cash, vouchers or food

find it difficult to obtain loans. Additionally, they lack a steady

grains. Vouchers have been used in other countries to promote

income, thus, are unable to convince banks that they will be able

rental housing where part of the rent is covered by the voucher.

to regularly repay the EMI, often extending up to 10-15 years. The

This encourages households to rent houses in localities of their

rental scheme would be free from these constraints.

choice. For example, the Housing Voucher Programme in the U.S.
assists more than 20 lakh families and is the largest Federal low-

Second, while making home location decisions, households make

income housing assistance programme. It is one of the few

trade-offs between the place of work, home and school location.

programmes that has grown over the last 20 years, testifying to its

The freedom to make these tradeoffs is compromised in the

The primary objective of
the rental-housing
scheme would be to
provide rental housing to
a large number of
households within a
shortspan of time.
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9. Providing Rental Housing for Migrants
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
existing housing programmes as land is scarce and houses are

better areas in the city. With time, their incomes would increase

constructed wherever free/cheap land is available (e.g. outskirts

and they would plan to construct a house, possibly in such areas

of city). In renting, on the other hand, individual households would

with better amenities. The children would get used to better

not be compelled to move to such pre-decided houses, but have

amenities and would push the parents to stay in localities with

the freedom to rent a house keeping in view their family

better amenities, thus, contributing to greater inter-generational

preferences. For example, one household may decide to rent a

mobility.

house near a school even if the rent is higher and involves a longer
commute to work for the parents. Another household may prefer

In the prevailing paradigm, government policy has been directed

to stay in a locality with better amenities, but far away from

at construction of houses to encourage people to own houses.

schools. Rental vouchers, by covering a part of the rent, would

Whatever rental market has developed in India is small-scale and

empower the family to make such choices.

privately directed and presently about a quarter to a third of
households in Indian cities live in rented housing.

Third, there is some evidence to show that providing rental
housing may be cheaper for the government, than subsidizing

Thus, there is a huge potential for encouraging rental housing by

ownership. A back-of-envelope calculation shows that for 100

giving vouchers to the poor and the disadvantaged, particularly

cities, a rental scheme covering poor households is likely to cost

the migrants.

around Rs. 2,713 cr.
A larger benefit of the rental scheme will be that migrants will feel
Fourth, vouchers would reduce the financial burden of renting a

‘at-home’ in the city.

livable shelter by the poor, migrant families, and enable them to
invest their savings in better economic opportunities.
Importantly, vouchers would give them the option to move out of
areas where poverty is spatially concentrated and indirectly help
in inhibiting the formation of slums in cities.
Fifth, the rental scheme would empower migrants to plan their
life. In the beginning they would use the rental vouchers to stay in

A larger benefit of the
rental scheme will be that
migrants will feel ‘athome’ in the city.
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10. Leadership in COVID times
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
What type of leadership is expected from bureaucrats (e.g.

In SQ, a crucial attribute of success in crisis management is

administrators, health workers, police) while dealing with the

strategic decisiveness. This is to make early decisions and move

COVID crises? In popular perception it is the well-known

quickly to enlist all sides in executing the decisions. Some team

intelligence quotient (IQ). However, in practice IQ is mainly useful

members may not be pleased with decisions, but would be

as a “threshold capability”, that is, an entry-level requirement in

satisfied if they see some movement towards crisis management

the civil service. There are several instances of highly intelligent,

goals.

skilled administrators not performing upto expectations when
assigned leadership positions during crises. On the other hand,

The core skill required during crises is Emotional Quotient (EQ).

some administrators with solid, not extraordinary, intellectual

There are studies to show that EQ is twice as important as

abilities and other skills meet expectations most of the time. What

compared to other skills. Effective crisis management requires

are these other skills required during crises like the COVID 19?

leaders with a high degree of emotional intelligence.

One is Tactical Quotient (TQ), meaning the skill to develop a set

What is EQ? Simply, EQ consists of the following components -

of operations to achieve a target linked to a problem in a crisis.
Tactical quotient is a key requirement for front-line practitioners.

Ability to understand ones’ emotions, strengths, weaknesses,

These skills are rooted in experience and are primarily gained by

needs and drives; recognize how feelings affect ourselves and

doing a thing again and again, failing, succeeding and getting a feel

others and our job performance (self-awareness);

for a problem, learning when to go by the book and when to go

Ability to control or redirect disruptive impulses and moods

beyond. Competent practitioners build up a repertory of working

and the propensity to suspend judgment and to think before

rules of thumb, or “heuristics”, that, combined with book

acting (self-regulation);

knowledge, make them best suited to manage crises. There is

Passion to work for reasons that go beyond money and status,

some evidence that this requires about 10 years of field

propensity to pursue goals with energy and persistence

experience.

(motivation);
Proficiency in managing relationships and building networks

The next layer is Strategic Quotient (SQ). If, TQ is the small-scale

and ability to find common ground and build rapport

or worm view of things, SQ is the larger or eagle view of problems.

(empathy); and

Competent practitioners
build up a repertory of
working rules of thumb, or
“heuristics”, that, combined
with book knowledge, make
them best suited to manage
crises.
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10. Leadership in COVID times
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Ability to understand the emotional makeup of other people
and skill in treating people in accordance to their emotional
reactions (social skill).
In crises situations, perhaps the most important skill is
empathy. In order to make frontline practitioners understand the
practice of empathy, the guidance given to Aztec kings to look
after their subjects during epidemics is most useful. The Aztec
empire was located in present day Mexico and flourished upto the
15th Century. The Aztec empire witnessed plagues, and later to
small pox brought by the Spaniards during the 1500s. When faced
with a plague it was the duty of the king to respond in the
following ways (Nahuatl texts translated by Professor David
Bowles at the University of Texas Rio Grande Valley) “Do not rush your words, do not interrupt or confuse people. Instead
find, grasp, arrive at the truth. Make no one weep. Cause no sadness.
Injure no one. Do not show rage or frighten folks. Do not create a
scandal or speak with vanity. Do not ridicule. For vain words and
mockery are no longer your office. Never, of your own will, make
yourself less, diminished. Bring no scorn upon the nation, its
leadership, the government. Retract your teeth and claws. Gladden
your people. Unite them, humor them, please them. Make your
nation happy. Help each find their proper place. That way you’ll be
esteemed, renowned.”
Disentangling the above paragraph leads to the following pointers:
Take the responsibilities of leadership very seriously (e.g. make
strategies, not engage in ad-hocism).
Primary duty is to uplift the peoples’ morale (e.g. be with
them).
Deploy the residents to “their proper place” meaning that the
nation should continue to function (e.g. strike as balance
between containment and economic activity).
If, the people and economic activities are destroyed, the
bureaucrats will also be affected (e.g. salary cuts).
Maintain civility at all times and under all circumstances.
This requires bureaucrats to move away from over-reliance on
positional power to learning to, in the words of the psychologist
Alfred Adler, “see with the eyes of another, listen with the ears of
another and feel with the heart of another”.

Tactical quotient is a key
requirement for front-line
practitioners. These skills
are rooted in experience
and are primarily
gained by doing a thing
again and again, failing,
succeeding, getting a feel
for a problem, learning
when to go by the book
and when to go beyond.
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11. Coming (and Staying) of a Clean
Environment
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
The COVID-19 pandemic has had unintended effects - clean

term, the improved road attracts builders to locate commercial

Ganga and clean air in Delhi within 30 days! This ‘miracle’ was the

activity on it and the increased construction activity adds to air

result of closure of all sources of pollution at the same time. Is it

pollution in the short-term. In the long-term, the new commercial

possible to mimic these effects, without cessation of all economic

activity leads to greater vehicular traffic.

activity?
We notice from the above example that the enhancement of road
Typically, problems in policy-making are described as a mismatch

capacity and its counter-effects occur at different levels. Road

between an existing situation and the state as it should be.

widening is implemented at the local level (e.g. junction

Resolving the problem starts with a search for the causes for the

improvements) or at the city-level (e.g. flyovers); however, the

mismatch followed by interventions to bridge the gap between the

induced effects (e.g. which route to take while going to work or

existing and desired situation.

market), is an individual or a household decision.

Ordinarily, interventions directly act on a few causes to control

Thus, interventions in built environments at the local/city level

them. Interventions also generate after-effects. Let us consider

have effects on individuals and households. The fact that

the unintended effects when road capacity is increased to reduce

interventions and their side effects occur at multiple levels (e.g.

air pollution. The reasoning is that a wider road (includes flyover)

individual, household, local, city/district, state, national) is often

leads to smooth flow of traffic, which, in turn leads to less exhaust

ignored in conventional policy-making. The miracle of the

gas from automobiles and, thus, reduced air pollution. What is

lockdown was due to the simultaneous closure of polluting

overlooked is the change in driving behavior of car owners due to

sources at multiple levels.

enhanced road capacity - wider roads induce people to start
making certain trips that they would otherwise avoid during peak

If pollution control has to be successful, then policies have to

traffic times, or using alternative routes to get to work. Less traffic

address causal factors operating at multiple levels. One way of

on roads also attracts people, who were earlier using public

doing this is to craft policies that are a blend of bottom-up and

transport, to start using their personal vehicles. In the medium-

top-down initiatives. This is best accomplished by relying on the
idea of subsidiarity. The idea of subsidiarity is founded on a
process of ‘reverse delegation’. Reverse delegation starts with
assigning all projects/programmes to the lowest level
(individual/household or locality/ward). Only those, which the
lowest level is unable to satisfactorily perform are “delegated” to
the next level (e.g. village, city).
This process of upward delegation is repeated at the next level

If pollution control has to
be successful, then
policies have to address
causal factors operating
at multiple levels. One
way of doing this is to
craft policies that are a
blend of bottom-up and
top-down initiatives.

and so on. Thus, subsidiarity is a step-wise process of gradually
moving up the levels. This approach is a mix of top-down and
bottom-up approaches because policy is made at the top, but
priority for implementing projects/ programmes is given to the
lower levels.
It would be interesting to see an example of a project being
conceived and implemented at the lower levels. If pollution caused
by vehicles has to be controlled and the starting point is the
locality, then the first step would be to divide the local streets into
two types of zones, traffic and social. In traffic zones, vehicles will
enjoy precedence. In social zones, pedestrian movements,
children’s play and social activities will come before vehicle
movement.
In the city of Christiansfeld, Denmark social zones were created
by removing traffic signals and road markings. Pedestrians, buses,
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11. Coming (and Staying) of a Clean
Environment
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
cars and trucks used eye contact to negotiate the junctions (much
like Indian towns). One of the results was reduction in traffic jams.
The reduced precedence given to motor vehicles in social zones
would reduce pollution as well be aligned to the local context.
The learning from COVID-19 is that it is possible to tackle
intractable issues connected to the environment. Ideally, this is
achieved by closing all pollution generating activities. In reality,
however, such a cessation of all activities at a single point of time
is not possible. As the causative factors are distributed over
several geographical levels, the idea of subsidiarity offers a
tantalizing possibility to design and implement multi-level
interventions starting from the smallest area (locality to ward to
village/city, and so on).
In this way, it is possible to mimic the positive effects of COVID-19
on the environment.

Typically, problems in
policy-making are
described as a mismatch
between an existing
situation and the state as
it should be. Resolving the
problem starts with a
search for the causes for
the mismatch followed by
interventions to bridge
the gap between the
existing and desired
situation.
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12. A New Version of Atmanirbharta
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
Prior to colonization India was an economic powerhouse. At the

World War II, Japan and Germany pursued similar policies. During

beginning of the 18th Century, India’s share of the world GDP was

the 1970s, the South East Asian nations and, most recently, China

about one-fourth. The main contributors to India’s wealth were

have relied on a slew of such measures. However, India followed a

manufactured textiles and agricultural products (e.g. spices) for

different path of self-reliance after independence. The crucial

niche markets. Producing highly innovative and quality products,

difference was that private and vested public interests were seen

Indian manufacturers dominated world trade in manufactured and

as separate and not aligned to achieve the singular goal of

agricultural products.

increasing returns to scale.

By the middle of the 18th Century, India had become a British

COVID-19 has provided an opportunity to take a complete relook

colony and soon thereafter lost its dominant economic position in

at the existing idea of self-reliance and draw up a new framework

the world. While India was being subordinated to the colonial

of Atmanirbhata. The new framework would consist of two broad

enterprise, the west was starting to harvest the fruits of the

interventions. The first intervention would encourage large-scale

industrial revolution.

manufacturing in order to take full advantage of economies of
scale. Simple and minimalistic policies would be designed to marry

One key gain from the industrial revolution was increasing returns

the private interests with a vested public interest, such as

to scale - if input was increased by 3 times then the output would

employment generation.

increase by, say, 3.75 times. For this, western nations brought
together private and public vested interests into increasing return

Undoubtedly, implementing such a radical change throughout the

industries. William Dalrymple’s book, The Anarchy, captures in

country would face many barriers, therefore, initially the policy

detail the line up of private interests (East India Company) with

could be implemented in earmarked industrial parks, say, of size

the vested interests of the British Parliament/Government.

10,000 hectares, located around minor ports.

Furthermore, research by the Norwegian economist Erik Reinert
has shown that the colonial powers protected domestic industries

The medium, small and micro industries (MSME) could achieve

from competition by relying on patents and protection (for

economies of scale in two ways: one by scaling up production

industrialization, rather than for revenue).

using state-of-art technology. Another way could be to
manufacture high value, single products for sale in niche markets

Initially, such policies were followed by all the colonial powers

(including handicrafts, handlooms and khadi). This is what the

(e.g. Britain, Spain, Portugal) and later by the United States. After

German small and medium-sized companies, called mittelstand,

The essence of the new
version of Atmanirbhata
would be to encourage
manufacturing that leads
to economies of scale by
aligning private interests
with vested public
interests.
PAGE 20

ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED ON 20 JUNE 2020 | VIEWS ARE PERSONAL | PAGE 21

12. A New Version of Atmanirbharta
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
do. What are the lessons for Indian policy-makers from the
German experience?
First, the mittelstand companies realize economies of scale by
serving the large global market. They also form joint intercompany activities at the regional, national and international
levels in order to gain a market position equal to what otherwise
only large companies could achieve. These networks take the form
of a legally independent center and covers a variety of areas, such
as purchasing, marketing, logistics, IT solutions, financing
services, consulting or training, and so on. In Germany, around
250,000 companies from around 45 different branches of trade,
craft trades and service industry are grouped together in around
400 groups.
Second, the mittelstand companies adhere high quality standards
and constantly innovate based on the customer requirements.
Continuous innovation leads to development of propriety
products, giving the mittelstand companies an edge in an
extremely competitive market. Moreover, as the innovations have
a strong customer orientation, the companies develop long lasting
relationships with their buyers. This reduces the pressure on the
companies to engage in aggressive pricing or offer discounts. The
net effect is enhanced and stable profits.
Third, the mittelstand companies are largely located in smaller
towns of Germany. By encouraging MSMEs to locate in the
mittelstand way, the long cherished goal of Governments to locate
industries in rural/urban areas would also be achieved.
In short, India missed out on the industrial revolution and since
Independence has been making efforts to catch up. The COVID-19
pandemic has provided an opportunity to reboot industrial
development policies and rapidly draw level with other nations.
The essence of the new version of Atmanirbhata would be to
encourage manufacturing that leads to economies of scale by
aligning private interests with vested public interests.

India missed out on the
industrial revolution and
since Independence has
been making efforts to
catch up. The COVID-19
pandemic has provided
an opportunity to reboot
industrial development
policies and rapidly
draw level with other
nations.
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with COVID-19
WRITTEN BY DR. SAMEER SHARMA
There is an apocryphal story about the cyclone that struck Krishna

The noted psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihaly in his book

District, Andhra Pradesh in 1977 and led to a huge loss of lives. As

Finding Flow suggests some principles of devoting attention to

the relief workers were unable to lift the putrefying bodies, AVS

tasks in a way that calms the mind as well as increases

Reddy (special officer) issued liquor to them so that they could

effectiveness. The modus operandi consists of: setting clear goals,

cremate the dead bodies. Calamities produce such sort of disarray

getting immediate feedback on actions and fully using one’s skills

in the minds of frontline workers. What this example reveals is

while overcoming challenges. If the challenge is too high, one gets

there is a need to reduce chaos in the mind or, using an analogy

frustrated, then worried and finally, anxious. If the challenge is too

from thermodynamics, increase psychic negentropy (negative

low, the result is apathy. Disorder in the psyche is reduced when

entropy).

high challenges are evenly matched with high skills. In such a case
there is complete clarity on what should be done and how, and

In 1943, Nobel Laureate Erwin Schrödinger gave a lecture at

there is no place for distracting thoughts or irrelevant feelings. Let

Trinity College Dublin entitled what is life; a year later “What is

us apply this to COVID-control operations.

Life” was published as a book. In this book, Schrödinger answers
the question - “How would we express the marvelous faculty of a

First, clear goals have to be set. In the post-lockdown scenario,

living organism, by which it delays the decay into thermodynamical

goals have changed. During lockdown the goal of COVID-control

equilibrium (death)?”

was mainly to enforce stay-at-home orders. After its withdrawal,
the primary goal is implementation of a public health model of

His answer is that by means of the process of metabolism, a living

testing, tracking, isolating and quarantining.

organism “... feeds upon negative entropy, attracting ... a stream of
negative entropy upon itself, to compensate the entropy increase it

Second, testing was important earlier too, however, now it has

produces by living and thus to maintain itself on a stationary and

acquired even more salience because it has to be stepped-up in

fairly low entropy level.”

the face of an increasing number of people testing positive. Third,
test results have to be followed-up through micro-level actions.

In other words, it is possible to boost the psychic negentropy

For this micro-level data on relevant indicators is required.

entropy by engaging with one’s surroundings in a manner that

Otherwise as Gov. Andrew Cuomo forewarns “- when you just

increases the order in the mind.

reopen with no regard for metrics or data -- it's bad for public

Disorder in the psyche is
reduced when high
challenges are evenly
matched with high skills.
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health and for the economy, and states that reopened in a rush are

As the survey progresses, testing can be done the next day (e.g.

now seeing a boomerang”.

use mobile vans to collect samples). Based on the test results and
the profile of the individual (e.g. age, family support) and the

Let us consider the case of people with co-morbidities (e.g. high

severity of symptoms, a decision could be made for home isolation

blood pressure, diabetes and tuberculosis). They require special

or sending to a care-centre.

attention in order to avoid contracting COVID-19. In case they get
the infection, then, they require urgent curative care.

Finally, the ASHA workers or any other micro-level resource
would be used to trace all the people who came in contact with

In such cases, the micro-level actions are -

the infected individual and arrange for their testing. Based on the
results of contact tracing, specific parts of buildings or areas

1. identify people with co-morbidities in micro-areas,

would be sealed for limited periods.

2. test them,
3. if the test result is negative continue to get a daily feedback on
their health status (e.g. body temperature, cough),
4. if the test result is positive, then take action for home isolation
or institutional quarantine,
5. do contact tracing in order to locate and test all the people
who came in contact with the infected individual, and

Setting clear and consistent goals, obtaining immediate feedback
on actions and using one’s skills fully to overcome the challenges
thrown up by COVID-19 enables one to allocate complete
attention on tasks as well as drive them. As a result, harmony is
established between the will, mind and emotions. This is a
manifestation of increase in psychic negentropy.

6. test again once symptoms subside.
A restful psyche goes hand-in-hand with better performance in
Next, use locally available skills and resources to carry out grass

COVID-control operations. In the long run, the coherent self

root activities. The first step is to identify vulnerable people. This

becomes the unique personal-reality (personality) of the

requires a rapid house-to-house survey. One excellent resource

individual.

available is the pulse polio team. These teams could be quickly be
mobilized and deployed for the survey.

Setting clear and consistent goals, obtaining
immediate feedback on actions and using one’s
skills fully to overcome the challenges thrown up
by COVID-19 enables one to allocate complete
attention on tasks as well as drive them.
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COVID-19 is a wicked problem - a term coined by Horst Rittel and

Solutions are not true-or-false, but good-or-bad: Conventionally,

Melvin Webber in their classic article Dilemmas in a General

the structural formula of a chemical compound is either correct or

Theory of Planning. Simply put, wicked problems have several

false. COVID-control operations are assessed on the binary, good

causes, are tough to define and do not have one right answer.

or bad, not true or false. Some nations followed the strategy of

Issues connected to the environment, poverty reduction and

achieving “herd immunity” and did not quickly ramp up testing. A

COVID-control are examples of wicked problems. Some of the

recent study in Spain has showed that only about 5% of the

reasons that make COVID-19 a wicked problem are described

affected population had developed antibodies and there was large

below.

chance of collateral damage to other parts of the body due to
infection. In hindsight, this strategy would be judged as “bad” (not

Definition and action are linked: One’s definition of COVID-19

false).

dictates the actions to tackle it. Enforcing stay-at-home orders is
the primary action if the aim is to reduce the number of cases

There is no immediate/ultimate test of a solution: Solutions to

(flatten the curve). This option is exercised if a vaccine/cure is

wicked problems generate waves of consequences, which may

expected soon. The well-known public health model of testing,

appear in the long run. One example is the effect of pandemics on

tracking, isolating and quarantining is relied on if the pandemic is

the political economy. The 14th Century plague killed a large part

expected to be around for a longer time. A mix of the two is also

of the workforce. This led to higher wages for surviving peasants.

used if the pandemic is ill-defined and there are a large number of

In the long run, the plague was one of the major factors

unknowns.

responsible for the coming apart of serfdom and the feudal
system. Similarly, the effects of COVID-19 on societal affairs will

Wicked problems have no stopping rule: In arithmetic, one stops

be hard to know right away.

when one reaches a solution to an equation (e.g. 2+2=4). In
COVID-19, one does not know when to stop testing in different

Every solution to a wicked problem is a “one-shot operation”,

areas, how long to enforce lockdowns and with what intensity,

because there is no opportunity of trial-and-error, every

number of beds to be made ready, and so on. In the absence of

attempt counts substantially: In physics, experiments can be

stopping rules, field workers stop or pause when they run out of

repeated again and again in laboratories without any negative

time, money, or patience, finally saying “That's good enough,’ or

effects on discipline of physics or on society. With wicked

“This is the best I can do within the limitations”.

problems, every intervention matters. Suppose one is unsure

Simply put, wicked
problems have several
causes, are tough to
define and do not have
one right answer.
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about the efficacy of putting on masks. During this trail-and-error
period, some people would contract COVID-19 and infect others.
During the experimental period, the disease would have spread
irreversibly and tracking the source of infections would become
undoable.
Every wicked problem is essentially unique: Pandemics have
been around as long as human beings. Some of the recent most
well known are - the Spanish flu (1918), Asian influenza (1957), and
Hong Kong flu (1968). Even though they have some commonalities,
each of them is “essentially unique”. In other words, despite
several similarities between COVID-19 and the earlier varieties of
influenza, one cannot be sure that some features of COVID-19 do
not override its commonalities as compared to influenzas dealt
with in the past.
The practitioner has no right to be wrong: The purpose of
COVID-19 interventions is not to find the truth, but to save the
lives of people. As the actions of people involved in COVID-control
operations touch the lives of people, they cannot afford to go
wrong. For example, during the initial stages of outbreak of
COVID-19, ventilators were seen as a cure-all for patients. Later,
an Italian doctor, Luciano Gattinoni, found that COVID-19 patients
even with low blood-oxygen levels were not having difficulty in
breathing. Moreover, the mortality rate of patients on ventilator
support was more than 80%. Thus, excessive reliance of
ventilators in the early stages of the outbreak was unnecessary.
Societal problems are wicked problems, including COVID-19.
Wicked problems are messy and complex and neutral, and
absolute objective solutions are unavailable. In fact, wicked
problem are resolved (not solved) based on a hard-to-find political
judgement.

Wicked problems are
messy and complex and
neutral, and absolute
objective solutions are
unavailable.
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Governments have to prepare for a long haul, if a vaccine/

level would be the district or the municipality. The second level

medicine for COVID-19 is not made available soon. In order to

would be the sub-local unit. The conventional units – sub-

sustain COVID-control operations over longer time spans, one

divisions/taluqs/wards - are too large and the best would be an

way is to tie them together in a coherent framework. In their piece

Area containing 5000 people. One action team with a leader and a

What Really Works, Professor of Administration Nitin Nohria and

single chain of command would be formed for each Area. As the

others have developed the 4+2 rule, in which it is possible to

Area is located close to the people, it would promote cooperation

analyze interventions (including COVID-19) within four primary

and seamless exchange of information among the Areas and the

categories - strategy, execution, culture and structure - and two

district.

supplementing ones (any two of talent, innovation, leadership and
partnerships). Below, some key COVID-control operations have

Execution

been placed within the four primary categories.

The local execution plans would be grounded in local conditions
and prepared at the district-level. These would be continuously

Strategy

updated based on periodic feedback. Some of the activities in the

Strong empirical evidence is emerging that if self-distancing,

execution plan are as follows:

handwashing and mask use are followed COVID transmission can
be completely stopped. Thus, the strategy would consist of

(1) testing and follow-up on results of tests as provided in the

identifying areas (places) in which these three measures would

strategy,

be completely implemented for time spans ranging from four to

(2) providing masks and test kits; in cases where doctors are

twelve weeks. The strategy would also contain: large-scale

unavailable, deploying doctors (e.g. private, AYUSH) from

testing, daily real-time monitoring of morbidity and mortality

elsewhere,

patterns in districts/local units, procurement of materials and

(3) provisioning for all medial and health supplies and technical

measures to prevent reinfection in areas where COVID has been

assistance,

completely stopped.

(4) mobilizing and providing digital solutions for tracking
patients and providing access to telemedicine,

Structure

(5) organizing public health communication on the three key

There would be a two-tier structure within each district. The first

issues (hand washing, social distancing and wearing masks) in

In order to sustain
COVID-control
operations over longer
time spans, one way is to
tie them together in a
coherent framework.
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order to completely stop the spread of COVID and to make
sense of the “infodemic” accompanying the pandemic
(6) providing direct help if the local unit is overwhelmed by a
large number of cases, and
(7) converting buildings into large COVID-19 hospitals (e.g.
stadium) with the help of NDRF/armed police.
The execution plan of Areas would consist of: (1) deciding on a
number of people to be quarantined in houses or in hospital
wards, as well as households to be isolated, (2) organizing local
sanitary measures, (3) distributing food, medicines and daily
provisions, particularly to the poor and the vulnerable, (4)
providing medicines, identifying establishments (e.g. schools,
stadia, community halls) that can be converted into temporary
hospitals, and (6) identifying private doctors to look after these
hospitals.
Culture
The existing culture where people go out for daily work and other
activities would be reoriented to make the household the primary
site of activity. As part of this paradigm shift, a range of home
delivery services would be provided at the doorstep, for example,
(1) detecting COVID-19 related symptoms (e.g. body temperature,
oxygen levels, condition of lungs and throat) early and
symptomatic treatment using digital means (including medicine
delivery), (2) mandating at least 50% Work From Home for all
government employees. The initial success of the use of e-office
and teleconferencing holds much promise of maintaining high
levels of efficiency in government operations, (3) switching to
remote proctored tests for admissions. Additionally, combining
learning management systems for teaching, tutorials, group
activities, assignments and personalized learning (e.g. Indian
Institute of Corporate Affairs). This is expected to lead to near
normal working in educational institutes, and (4) delivering all
daily requirements at doorsteps, including home delivery of
provisions provided by ration shops and in Government
programmes (e.g. ICDS).
Situating all COVID-related activities within the 4+2 framework
and implementing just self-distancing, handwashing and mask use
in area-by-area in order to gradually cover the entire nation is
expected to completely stop the transmission of COVID-19 within
4-12 weeks. Furthermore, lasting changes in the behaviours of
Governments, households and individuals could be one
unintended effect.
Finally, the 4+2 rule could also be applied to other government
schemes to make them more coherent and bring about greater
predictability in results.

Situating all COVIDrelated activities within
the 4+2 framework and
implementing just selfdistancing, handwashing
and mask use in area-byarea in order to
gradually cover the
entire nation is expected
to completely stop the
transmission of COVID19 within 4-12 weeks.
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There has been an inordinate focus, and rightly so, on acquiring

that daily surveys are organized, information received and

the hardware (e.g. PPEs, testing kits) required for COVID-control

organized in usable form, action taken and feedback obtained in

operations. Now, the focus has to shift to creating the software. In

order to modify the response, on-the-fly.

vector control operations, the SIRA model (Survey, Information,
Response, Appraisal) is widely used. Basically, the SIRA ensures

The third step is to use the information to develop a set of actions

that all breeding places are covered once every seven days to

to achieve set targets. Combining survey information with other

ensure that all mosquitos are killed at the larvae stage. At the same

sources of information (e.g. via Aarogya Setu, social media) the

time high mosquito density areas are identified and control

CCC would decide on individuals/households or blocks of houses

measures undertaken. The complete SIRA model for mosquito

to be tested. On receiving the test results, the CCC would decide

control is shown in the figure. Let us see how to apply this four-

on the patients to be sent to hospitals or kept in home isolation. In

step model to COVID- control operations.

case of widespread infection in a locality, either lockdown or lockin of a block of houses would be enforced. For these households

All the localities are mapped and health workers (e.g. Asha

door delivery of essentials would be organized through e-

workers, pulse polio teams) conduct a daily household survey.

commerce or other means. In COVID-free areas, the CCC would

Only targeted information helpful in developing a response to

carry out an awareness campaign to make people wear masks,

COVID-19 is collected. The first level of information relates to

wash hands and maintain social distancing measures.

identifying people with symptoms (e.g. body temperature, oxygen
level using oxy-meters, cough) or morbidity (e.g. severe asthma,

Multiple sources would provide feedback to the CCC. Some of the

serious heart conditions, severe obesity, diabetes, kidney disease).

well-known sources are: social media, volunteers, press, health

The best way to collect information is by using digital tools (e.g.

and other government workers and local organizations. The

ANMOL tablets); however, keeping in view the differences in use

feedback would primarily inform the CCC on the efficacy of their

of digital tools in states, paper forms could also be used.

response and gaps in survey or information flow. The constant
feedback would enable the CCC to modify its plans, real-time.

Next, the information is communicated to an interdepartmental
command-and-control center (CCC). The CCC would be

This local software is likely to connect people with public service

established for a locality in urban/semi-urban areas, or 200

providers and provide incentive for citizen vigilance. People would

villages in rural areas. The CCC would be supervised by an officer

take more interest in COVID-control operations as they recognize

not below the rank of a Deputy Collector. The CCC would ensure

the value of coherent and systematic action where their
preferences and demands count. An army of COVID-19 warriors
would be recruited, leading to greater efficiency and integrity of
COVID-control operations.
SIRA STRATEGY FOR
MOSQUITO CONTROL

People would take more
interest in COVID-control
operations as they recognize
the value of coherent and
systematic action where
their preferences and
demands count.
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Four primary administrative practices - strategy, execution,

brilliant. This requires (1) challenging conventional thinking based

culture and structure - determine the success of public

on experience and during innovate during the process, (2)

programmes. These are supplemented by secondary practices -

knowing how to move ahead when stuck while repeating and

talent, innovation, leadership, convergence and partnerships. The

adapting from their own and others’ experiences, and (3)

four primary practices were discussed in detail earlier (Leadership

understanding the implications of their decisions in the wider

in COVID Times, originally published on 25 July 2020). Here, the

political economy.

focus is on the practice of leadership expected from
administrators while grappling with COVID-19.

Theory fulfills this gap in the way described by Charlie Munger,
Warren Buffet’s close confidante:

At the cost of over-simplification, it is possible to divide the career
pathway of the administrator into two - postings in Districts, and

“Well, the first rule is that you can’t really know anything if you just

at the State/Centre. During their District tenures, administrative

remember isolated facts (or experiences) and try and bang ’em back.

officers make decisions in the field “by doing things again and

If the facts don’t hang together on a latticework of theory, you don’t

again, failing, succeeding … getting a feel for a problem, learning

have them in a usable form. You’ve got to have models in your head.

when to go by the book and when to ‘stretch’ the rules”.

And you’ve got to array your experience both vicarious and direct on
this latticework of models. … You’ve got to hang experience on a

Experiences of decision-making in direct contact with reality

latticework of models in your head.”

situations is stored in the mind of the administrator as know how
and know what of making sound judgments, and engaging in good

Administrators often complain that theories are not useful in real-

practice.

life settings (theory-practice gap). Actually, administrators are
unable to connect “which theory” with “what kind of practice”,

Proficient performance at higher levels (Centre/State) requires

and what is required is to learn to connect the right knowledge

something more than mere recycling of the “repertoire of

with the right experience in the way exemplified below.

experiences”. Administrators are required to size up complex
situations and make rapid decisions that are not just good, but

It is well known that the spread of COVID virus follows a geometic

Administrators are
unable to connect “which
theory” with “what kind
of practice”, and what is
required is to learn to
connect the right
knowledge with the right
experience in the way
exemplified below.
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progression (1, 2, 4, 8, 16) - if one person infects two, two infect
four, and so on. One major objective is to drive down the rate of
infection by reducing person-to-person contact. Ordinarily,
coercion (e.g. fines) is used to impose lockdown and/or mask use,
social distancing and hand washing.
This is based on the well-known assumption in economics that
humans behave rationally (in self-interest) and would avoid
behaviours that are likely to be penalised. However, as any
seasoned administrator knows, keeping people indoors for long
periods of time is extremely difficult. If humans behave in not-sorational ways, then one has to look for models elsewhere.
Mental models of behavioural biases enables administrators to
understand why people do not behave in their self-interest, as
well as make people behave in desirable ways. In COVID-control
the following behavioural biases have potential use:
1. optimism bias, where one underestimates the risk caused by
the virus, particularly if there has not been any direct contact
with infected individuals,
2. overconfidence effect, in which one believes that being young
and healthy makes them immune to the virus,
3. status quo effect occurs when one is unwilling to change one’s
social life, and
4. present bias means having a strong preference for immediate
earnings, even at the risk of being exposed to the virus with
long-term ill-effects on health.
Some of the tools available to counter such biases are:
1. making people see more and more individuals, particularly
people they like and respect, using masks and maintaining
social distance. This leads to the bandwagon effect in which
individuals tend to follow the crowd,
2. including people in COVID-control operations. Helping to
protect others from infection induces a sense of pride in
individuals, and
3. making home services available and giving frequent reminders
that prompts the focus of peoples’ attention on COVID-19 and
makes them engage in self-protecting behaviours.
All in all, right mental models add a great value to standard
restrictive policy measures, particularly in COVID-control. For
administrators, the central message is that possessing the
network of right mental models is expected to empower them to

The right mental models
add a great value to
standard restrictive
policy measures,
particularly in COVIDcontrol.

organise their experiences in a way that gives strategic depth to
otherwise chaotic experiences.
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The COVID-19 pandemic has been particularly severe on urban

spiralling effect on liveability. How does one address this uniquely

India. If one has to live under conditions of restraint in cities, how

Indian phenomenon?

are localities where people reside to be redesigned? For this, one
has to understand the unique trajectory of India’s urbanization

One uniquely Indian way was championed by Patrick Geddes,

and then apply highly specific solutions.

pioneering town planner, who visited India during 1915 and 1919,
and prepared plans for 18 Indian cities (e.g. Tanjore, Madurai,

Urban India consists of ‘cities in a city’, and these have developed

Balrampur, Lucknow and Indore). His work was commissioned by

through the ages by a process of accretion of settlements.

both Bristish and Indian rulers. Geddes believed in ‘diagnosis

Accretion occurred as a response to invasions, physical expression

before treatment’ and thus advocated survey as the first step in

of a new political regimes or ideologies, and regional and political

planning. The survey instrument was developed in civic surveys in

interests. The process of accretion continued during the British

Edinburgh and became the model for later surveys.

rule, and they added planned areas to cities for Britishers (civil
lines) and the military (cantonments or military lines). Cities

Geddesian innovations have a contemporary ring to them. For

central to the colonial enterprise were developed much more, like

example, reducing the number of paved streets in residential areas

the presidency towns of Mumbai, Chennai and Kolkata.

and turning the land saved into usable forms of open space, which
is somewhat similar to place making. He viewed both cities and

Thus, two types of spatial patterns are visible in Indian cities -

human beings as wholes, and he saw the process of repair,

indigenous (e.g. Chandini Chowk in Delhi, Abids in Hyderabad),

renewal and rebirth as natural phenomena of development.

and the new (e.g. cantonments built the British and colonies built
by housing boards, urban development authorities after

His planning instrument was a diagnostic survey followed by

independence). In the West, denser, mixed land-use compact

‘constructive and conservative surgery’. The diagnostic survey

cities are more liveable. However, in Indian cities the relationship

starts with an assessment of the nature of gorwth of the city. The

between urban density and liveability is not consistently positive,

city would seem chaotic to the modern eye trained to a

particularly in the indigenous city. Often, higher density in Indian

mechanical order, however, there is an underlying order of life in

cities is the result of over-concentration in the indigenous city or

its development. The method of conservative surgery is different

unplanned mixing of land uses (I call it “mixed-up land use”) in the

from the typical development of new grid pattern with forty feet

new ones. The congestion forces so generated have a negative

streets through congested localities, which was common practice

The COVID-19 crisis is
an opportunity to rebuild
a ‘city in a city’. Making
operational the
individual and free style
means reclaiming local
streets and transmuting
them into social zones.
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in India at that time. Moreover, gridirons, while relieving
congestion in some parts of the city, increase it in other parts.
Conservative surgery shows that new streets may not really be
required, as existing lanes can be substantially improved by
rearranging the artifacts and activities on the streets.
Conservative surgery requires long and patient surveys, that too in
the field involving hours of perambulation and sketching on
different sites. Geddes gave up on the mathematical straight line
and aimed at a different aesthetic - one more attractive and
comparably cheaper.
Thus, there are two styles - regular and formula-driven vs.
individual and free. The former is found in new towns and the
latter predominates in indigenous towns and was advocated by
Geddes. Diverse historic styles represent a recognition of varying
preferences of houseowners. For example, one person may desire
an open balcony, another a closed and projecting one, while a
third prefers a decorated window. One householder prefers plain
whitewash while another one wants a painted plater house, and a
third prefers a blue or a green. Slowly this is gaining recognition.
One of the most well-known examples is the transformation of
Shahjahanabad in Delhi. It is street development of Chandini
Chowk keeping in view aesthetics as well as the commercial needs
of the residents. Most important is the involvement of the real
stakeholders of the area - residents, traders and those in the
tourism business, who are in the best position to contribute to the
area’s redevelopment in collaboration with governments. This is
an exemplar and can be replicated in all commercial localities and
housing colonies in India.
The COVID-19 crisis is an opportunity to rebuild a ‘city in a city’.
Making operational the individual and free style means reclaiming
local streets and transmuting them into social zones. Unlike traffic
zones, social zones combine car and pedestrian movement,
children’s play areas, social activities and idea of shared space is
applied to transform busy traffic intersections. For this to happen,
traffic engineers and urban designs would have to work together.

Urban India consists of
‘cities in a city’, and
these have developed
through the ages by a
process of accretion of
settlements.
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COVID-19 has brought into focus the role of Resident Welfare

unsatisfactory - and this would become the basis for monthly

Associations (RWA) in managing the pandemic in India. Wherever

salary payment of workers and supervisors.

permitted, they have admirably enforced local lockdowns, maskwearing in public places, and social distancing. This provides

Similarly, day-to-day administration of market and sports

strong anecdotal evidence for the ideas developed by Nobel

complexes’ maintenance would be entrusted to a group consisting

Laureate Elinor Ostrom. In her research in South Asia, Ostrom

of RWAs, plus authorized lessees and regular users of sports

found that there are two types of rules operating in society - top-

complexes, respectively. Furthermore, the RWAs would be

down rules in form mainly crafted by governments, and informal

competent to inspect all public works at least once before

rules in use followed by the local people. It is the rules in use that

completion of 50 percent of the work, in value, and again after

explain the performance of the RWAs.

completion of works.

In order to make the working of micro-governance units

Empowerment

(including RWAs) more well-ordered, the rules in use should be

The RWAs would also identify beneficiaries for their eligibility.

identified and codified as rules in form. Some of the components

These would complement the traditional household surveys. A

to be included in the systemization of rules in use are discussed

meeting of all residents would be held where the names of

below.

beneficiaries were read and the number supporting, opposing and
having no opinion would be recorded in a matrix. This is expected

Oversight

to bring about a paradigm shift in the selection of the poor. The

Two key functions that matter to local people are sanitation and

underlying idea is that we trust the local people and if they feel

street light maintenance. Sanitation would include worker

that a family requires help, perhaps that is the best decision.

attendance, street sweeping, trash collection and bin cleaning.
The street light rectification report would also be reviewed every

One area of concern of all residents is the changes in land use and

month. The RWAs would record their comments in a score card

building regulations in residential areas (including Master Plan).

containing responses on a binary scale - satisfactory or

The planned change would only be carried out if more than, say,

In order to make the
working of microgovernance units
(including RWAs) more
well-ordered, the rules in
use should be identified
and codified as rules in
form.
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80 percent agree with the change. Connected to this is the hazard
posed by unauthorized construction in residential areas. The
progress of building construction could be placed on the RWA
social media platforms by the local town planning officers of the
municipality.
Active participation
Active participation is to translate differences to consensus, and
“deliberative polling” offers one way to go about it. Active
participation would consist of three stages: Stage 1 is an
approximate statement of position by various stakeholders
followed by a free-format debate. Stage 2 consists of defining
issues, as precisely as possible. Stage 3 consists of voting on them.
Admittedly, there could be side payments in exchange for votes.
There are several ways of curbing such happenings. One way is
public disclosure of each vote with each person explaining why
she took the particular position.
One major issue is to give ‘voice’ to the silent, particularly if there
are local inequalities in power, opportunity and resources. One
way of getting around this could be to ensure that any resolution
would fail if more than 20 percent of the members oppose it in
deliberative polling. This would ensure that the less-endowed get
a voice during decision-making.
Funds
The RWAs should be given some funds, such as 20 percent of the
total fund spent in the RWA area (subject to a minimum
guaranteed amount). The RWAs would prepare a list of all works,
prioritize them, and the engineers would execute the works. Such
financial decentralization would lead to “real” empowerment of
citizens.
This is a list of some transformations that have the potential to
lead to a major transformation in governance, because people
tend to take an interest in affairs when their demands and
preferences count. The duality created by rules in form and rules
in use would be bridged by the monitoring and supervision
opportunities given to citizens, and is expected to lead to a more
self-regulated society.

The duality created by
rules in form and rules in
use would be bridged by
the monitoring and
supervision opportunities
given to citizens.
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In a recent study, Assistant Professor Guo Xu, at the University of

On the other hand, the role-based approach is founded on the

California (Berkeley) has assessed the performance of Indian and

assumption that events in real-life are unpredictable and district

British district offices during the 1918 influenza pandemic. For this

officers make decisions under conditions of uncertainty and

he examined mortality records of 1,271 districts (towns) during

instability. This is more so in black swan events (rare occurrences),

1910-25.

such as pandemics. Past trends do not provide a reliable guide to
the future. District offices have to manage the present as it

He found that death rates in these towns were nearly equal in

unfolds or a cross the river by feeling the pebbles under one’s feet.

towns led by Indian and British district officers before and after

Crossing a river by feeling the stones under one’s feet requires

the Spanish flu pandemic. However, districts manned by Indian

small solutions. Importantly, the touch of each stone provides a

officers reported 15% fewer deaths, as compared to their British

feedback whether to place more weight on the stone or lift the leg

counterparts. Additionally, lower mortality rates were not related

and try to place the leg elsewhere. This is called the feedforward

to difference in the qualifications or experience of Indian officers.

based on the information provided by the feedback.

Furthermore, differences in mortality effects were not due to
differences in hospital admissions, capacity, treatment success

Role-based district officers used such constant feedback to

and expenditures during the pandemic years.

monitor external forces and change tactics mid-way during antipandemic operations. The British district officers were schooled in

The Indian and the British district officers handled their task in

the rational method of decision-making and lacked capabilities to

different ways. The British officers went about their tasks by

move forward by feeling the stones in the river. Thus, they were

relying on rules, while the Indian officers adapted rules to the role

less successful in managing the 1918 flu-pandemic. If, the

they were expected to discharge. The rule-based tactics are

feedback-feedforward framework is so important in decision-

founded on the classical model proposed by German sociologist

making in uncertain and unstable environments, then how to

Mark Weber. In a 1953 study, Paul Appleby identified the following

make it operational in practice of administration?

aspects of a rule-based approach - preferring “technique over
purpose”, always trying to find a “wholly scientific or technical and

In this book, Planning theory for practitioners, Michael Brooks has

wholly right decision” and conceiving programme planning to be a

developed the idea of “trial balloons”. A trial balloon is an idea

“mechanical, merely technical, unvarying” activity.

presented, or an action undertaken, for the express purpose of

This is more so in black
swan events (rare
occurrences), such as
pandemics. Past trends
do not provide a reliable
guide to the future.
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generating feedback. Under conditions of uncertainty and
instability, rarely, if ever, the district officers know with certainly
what the single best course of action is with regard to a particular
problem. Trial balloon is an explicitly experimental method to deal
with uncertain and unstable environments.
While floating trial balloons, the district officer conceives of each
action as an experiment - as a means of getting more information
about the effectiveness of a given course of action. Decisionmaking then becomes a process of social experimentation where
actions are tested and continuously assessed, against the
possibilities and constraints of reality.
In trial balloon tactics, district officers have to get involved in
messy reality connected with dealing with people and politics.
This depends on how well they understand the intricacies of the
circumstances and what is their role in managing them. In order
to understand the “messy” reality, the district officers have to
keep their ears to the ground; develop a group with
multidisciplinary skills as it is impossible for one person to unravel
complete understand a complex reality and know how future
events are likely to unfold.
Following role-based tactics, district officers are able to respond
to unforeseen changes that arise in the real world. The way to
make decisions is to reduce the extent of analysis by examining
only a limited number of alternatives. Here, issues are addressed
individually by floating trial balloons, rather than in a holistic
manner. No visionary goals are set and the objective is to give
small solutions to what are large more complex problems. When
new problems arise, these are addressed through a new round of
trial balloons. In this way faster decision-making happens which is
also more politically relevant and people-centered as it has a
short-term focus.

Following role-based
tactics, district officers
are able to respond to
unforeseen changes that
arise in the real world.
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