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India’s official statistical machinery is gearing up to relaunch the All-India Household

Consumer Expenditure Survey, traditionally undertaken quinquennially, from July 2022.

If it fructifies, the result may be known towards the latter half of 2024, provided the 

government permits the release. The last such Survey (2017-18), did not get such a

sanction — its results reportedly indicated the first fall in monthly per-capita spending by

households since 1972-73, with rural households facing a sharper decline compared to

2011-12. The Statistics Ministry had fagged ‘discrepancies’, ‘data quality issues’ and

‘divergences’ between estimated consumption levels and the actual output of goods

and services. While it had sought to scuttle suggestions that unflattering data were

being obfuscated, a better course of action would have been to release the data with

caveats. It could have argued, for instance, that the numbers, at best, reflect the short-

term impact of the ‘bold structural reforms’ carried out in the year preceding the Survey,

to ‘formalise’ the economy — demonetisation and the GST. A fresh survey could then

have been commissioned later for a clearer picture. This is what the UPA had done in

2011-12 to measure employment and consumer spending levels afresh, after the

2009-10 Surveys were affected by the global financial crisis and a severe drought that hit

rural incomes.

The Government had promised to examine the ‘feasibility’ of a fresh Consumer

Spending Survey, over 2020-21 and 2021-22, after ‘incorporating all data quality

refinements mooted by a panel. One hopes the exact ‘refinements’ are spelt out upfront

in the upcoming Survey. Of equal import is providing data comparable with past

numbers, while factoring in changes in consumption patterns; and it may still not be too

late to release the previous Survey’s findings to help assess longer term trends. The

absence of official data on such a critical aspect of the economy — used to estimate

poverty levels, rebase GDP, and to make private investment decisions — for over a

decade, is damaging to India. Being a free-market and transparent democracy distin-

guished India from the likes of China where official data are read with a pinch of salt.

The Government’s actions, including the delayed release of critical jobs data, have

dulled that perception. If anything, such Surveys need to be conducted more frequently

for more effective policy actions informed by ground realities, no matter how

unpleasant they may be. Now, imperfect proxies are deployed to gauge the economy,

surmises made about the extinction of extreme poverty, and outlays are tomtom

without evidence on outcomes. The NSO must be empowered to collect and

disseminate more data points, without fear of insinuations about its abilities, or a

looming axe on its regular Surveys.



VICTORY AND CHALLENGE

MACRON NEEDS TO ADDRESS DISAFFECTION AMONG THE
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The re-election of Emmanuel Macron in Sunday’s presidential race is a relief not just for

France’s political centrists but also for its allies in Europe and America. The election took

place amid crises —high inflation; Russia’s invasion of Ukraine that pushed France into a

difficult choice of imposing sanctions on Moscow even at the cost of higher energy

prices; and growing political disillusionment among the country’s youth. The first round

had seen the far-right rising to its highest ever levels — Marine Le Pen and Éric Zemmour

together gathered more than 30% of votes. Yet, Mr. Macron secured a decisive victory in

Sunday’s run-off, with 58.5% vote share against Ms. Le Pen’s 41.5%, showing that the

centre can still hold in France. The banker-turned politician, who emerged as the

surprise champion of French Republican values against an upsurge of far-right populism

five years ago, managed to rally the anti-populist base once more. He went to the voters

with three broad themes: his administration’s economic performance, a defence of

France’s Republican values and support for European sovereignty. While France’s quick

return to growth and low unemployment rate helped him project a convincing

macroeconomic picture, his attack on Ms. Le Pen as a threat to the French Republican

values and the tough line he took on Ukraine allowed him to mobilise the liberal,

centre-right and pro-European sections of voters. 

Mr. Macron’s victory offers stability for both France and the EU. But a closer look at the

two rounds of elections provides a more complicated picture. The French political

landscape, historically dominated by the centre-right conservatives and centre-left

socialists, has undergone a major transformation. Mr. Macron has emerged as the poster

boy of the centrist bloc, the largely status-quoist voters. And his key challengers are

from the far-right, which has anti-Semitic and Islamophobic roots. The third bloc is led

by leftist Jean-Luc Mélenchon, who finished third in the first round. The surge of the far-

right and leftist candidates suggests that there is widespread voter anger towards the

establishment. And the far-right populists, with their cocktail of anti-establishment

welfarism and anti-immigrant rhetoric, seem to be better-equipped to tap this anger

than the leftists. Ms. Le Pen may not be strong enough, as of now, to capture power, but

she was strong enough to pose a credible challenge to Mr. Macron. In his victory

speech, Mr. Macron admitted that there is growing anger among sections of the voters

towards the political establishment and promised to tackle it. Going forward, his biggest

challenge would be to reach out to the disaffected sections of society, address the

growing anger in the underbelly of the working classes, and build credible alternatives

to the far-right problem.


