India… the elephant that started to fly
By R. Viswanathan*

“Cuentos Chinos” (Chinese Tales) is the title of a book by a well known journalist, Andrés Oppenheimer. He gifted the book to me during his visit in 2007. I asked him: “What is a cuento chino?” He answered with the anecdote of a meeting with a politician. While interviewing the politician  he asked: “Sir, do you smoke?”, “No”, he answered. “Sir, do you drink?”, “No”. “Sir… do you take drugs?”, “No, no” the politician answered emphatically.
The journalist, closed his notebook, drew closer to him and said: “Sir… off the record now. No one is perfect, we all have shortcomings. Could you please tell me which is yours?”

The politician replied: “Sometimes…. I lie.”

Oppenheimer explained that this is a perfect example of cuento chino.

What is the Indian story? It is the story of the elephant that started to fly. In the past, India´s economy grew at a rate of 2 or 3% per year. The economists used to say that India walked like an elephant… slowly, step by step. They made fun of this calling it as the “hindu rate of growth”. There were jokes such as “How to make a hindu laugh on Friday? Tell him a joke on Monday.”

Since 1990, the elephant started to fly. The economy grew around 9% in recent years. This year, despite the global crisis, India will grow by 6%. This is going to be sustained in the medium and long term. According to the report by Goldman Sachs, India will become the third largest economy by 2032.
How did the elephant start to fly?

There was a paradigm shift in the market of India and the mentality of Indians. Two forces were behind this change: youth and entrepreneurs. Two developments facilitated the change: www and globalization. www lighted fire in the youth and globalization ignited the entrepreneurial spirit. www opened a new window of opportunity for the young Indians. It created a level playing field in which a young professional from Bangalore could compete with another from San Francisco.

www meant the empowerment of the young Indians, who dream of becoming the new Bill Gates. Now they know the secret formula to do it: the triple C. Computer, Cable, Cabeza (head). With this, they have a new confidence, a new optimism, and new aspirations.
When I was a child, my father used to come home bringing gifts of toys. He used to put it on the table and say “Son, this is your gift. Don´t open it, don´t touch it, and don´t break it. Wait for me. I will set it up for you.” Now, when I want a computer I ask my son. He brings it home, puts it on the table and says “Dad, here is your computer. Don´t open it, don´t touch it, and don´t break it. Wait for me. I will set it up for you.”

Thomas Friedman in his book “The World is flat” tells the story of the American parents telling their child: “Son, you have to finish your meal and do not waste it. Think of the millions of indian children who are dying of hunger”. Now, the American parents tell their child: “Son, finish your homework. If not, the children from India are going to take away your job”.
In India there is a new entrepreneurial spirit which is taking advantage of globalization with  innovative approaches. Three examples: first,Tata Nano. With a price of USD 2000, Tata has produced a commercial and technological revolution in the world and history of automobiles. In the pharmaceutical industry, India is the third largest producer of generics in the world. While the cost of the treatment for AIDS in the United States is estimated to be around USD 10.000 per year, the same costs only USD 300 with Indian generic products. Indian software exports during last year reached USD 45 billion.
Indian companies are not just content with the large local market, but want to go global. Here are some examples:

An Indian company Mahindra is the third largest producer of tractors in the world. It manufactures 220.000 tractors in four countries. It is the third largest producer in the United States with 10.000 tractors per year. The Taj Hotel chain, which belongs to Tata Group, bought the Ritz Carlton in Boston and changed its name to Taj Boston. They also bought hotels in San Francisco and New York. Pierre Hotel in the Upper East Side of Manhattan will be in the hands of Taj for the next thirty years. The group will invest USD 100 million for upgrading this luxury hotel.

Of course, India has millions of problems and obstacles for its progress. This had caused a great deal of fatalism and pessimism in the past. But the new mindset has found ways to convert some of these disadvantages into advantages. The obstacles have become launching pads and the chains, converted into wings to fly.
The large population and diversity and some of the traditions are the main challenges for progress.

India has more than 1100 million inhabitants. Every year it increases by 15 million. Every 32 months there is a new Argentina. But now we have changed the way in which we address this issue. We now call it as “human resources”. 50% of the population in India is less than 25 years old. They are young, with a new confidence and optimism. The population of the United States, Japan and the European Union is getting older and they will have more retired people and pensioners than young people in the coming decades. These countries will face shortage of creative and innovative young human resources. India will take advantage of this shortage with its surplus young people.

Another challenge for India is its diversity. It has 22 official languages, 7 religions besides numerous ethnic groups and castes. Living in this diversity, the Indians have developed “multicultural skills”, a key to success in this globalized era. The CEO of Citibank, Vikram Pandit and CEO of Pepsico Indra Nooyi are two examples of this. The most powerful woman in the US business wears sari. These two people have made use of their multicultural skills to adapt to the culture of USA and that of the world.
India has a tradition of over 5000 years. Philosophy and analytical thinking are also part of the millenary Indian tradition. These have helped Indians to develop “abstract thinking”, very useful for software development and for success in the “knowledge society”.
Another example of how Indian businessmen have turned the disadvantages into advantages is the Indian IT companies in Latin America. Some Latin American businessmen when they think of India say: “Nooo, it´s too far away”. But Indian IT companies are taking advantage of the difference in time zone and distance for their outsourcing businesses. Indian companies are employing 8000 young Latin Americans and offer 12 hour offshore services from Latin America (same time zone as in the US), and 12 hours from India.

Now you know how the elephant has started to fly… It´s not a Chinese tale, it is the Indian story.

The Indian story is open and transparent, democratic and peaceful, reliable and understandable. This young generation of Indians have the “color of hope” in its face as mentioned in the song of argentine pop singer Diego Torres: “Knowing that one could, wanting that one could, painting one´s face with the colour of hope”.
*The article is a summary of the speech made by Ambassador Viswanathan at the Faculty of Economics of the University of Buenos Aires on May 26, 2009.
