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Distress of ‘Automobilisation’

It is high time we reversed the processes of “automobilisation”, urban sprawl, and uneven development. 

Going by the number of visitors thronging the Auto Expo 
India exhibition, more than two million, and the number 
of new model launches, 25, the 2010 Delhi auto show was 

the biggest display on earth of its kind, surpassing its Shanghai 
counterpart of 2009, at least in the count of fresh specimens set 
in motion. The government is now aggressively promoting the 
industry as an “automobile manufacturing hub” serving both the 
domestic and international markets. Going by the publicity, the 
combination of low-cost and high-skilled engineering labour 
 bestows India with a “locational advantage”, what with the 
 domestic market expanding at a compound annual growth rate 
of 30%. 

A caveat is, however, due. The car is not about to be rendered 
into the mass-consumption commodity that it became in the 
United States by 1970 when there were 1.9 people to every car.  
In India, there are still 110 persons for every car on the road, but 
yet, traffic congestion and vehicular pollution plague our cities. 
As between buses and cars, the latter occupy most of the road 
space, even as they meet the travel requirements of a minority of 
the cities’ residents; the lifetime road tax for a car is, however, a 
fraction of that for a bus. The car could become a mass- 
consumption commodity in the US because by 1924 the low-
priced model T Ford (launched in 1908) cost the buyer a mere 
45% of the US per capita national income. It may come as a 
 disappointment that the Nano is nowhere near that number in 
India today. But, vehicular traffic has assumed proportions far 
beyond the capacity of the available roads in most Indian cities. 
And, an automobile-industrial complex is taking shape, exerting 
its influence at the political and ideological levels. The upgrad-
ing of roads, the construction of flyovers and highways, indeed, 
even multilane freeways, are underway at breakneck speed with 
the  appointment of one of the most adept political repre-
sentatives of business as union minister of road transport  
and highways. 

The question however remains as to what brings more than 
two million persons to Auto Expo India when most of them would 
not be able to afford the maintenance of a car, even if they were 
to buy one, agreeing to pay later. Thorstein Veblen, in his The 
Theory of the Leisure Class, first published in 1899, wrote of 
 conspicuous consumption, conspicuous leisure, and pecuniary 
emulation. With a sizeable market for the luxury ends of the 

range of Audis, Bentleys, BMWs, Jaguars, Mercedes Benzes, Por-
sches, Rolls Royces and Volvos, most of them imported in com-
pletely built-up form, these symbols of luxury lifestyles have be-
come instruments of the competitive striving for social distinc-
tion and standing. Their public display indicate an individual’s 
commanding position in the society, and they are part of the kit 
that goes with the sumptuous living, entertaining and travelling 
of those who constitute the exclusive circles in business, finance, 
and politics. The rest of the population – the high and mighty do 
not even consider the poor to be “citizens”, so what one is left 
with is the middle class – exposed day in and day out to an inces-
sant barrage of advertising and page 3 “news” aspire to or dream 
of a pattern of living and a structure of wants that includes the 
latest model car, appliances and consumer electronics, designer 
clothing, and so on. Indeed, these are proof, if proof is required, 
of one’s success, one’s worth, for the latter has come to be defined 
solely in terms of market valuation. 

The range of the goods and services the rich command, on the 
one hand, and the lack of adequate food, clothing, shelter, health 
and education among the poor, on the other, have become so 
glaring, so stark in their contrast, at the national and inter-
national levels, that the unsustainability of such consumption 
patterns has inevitably come to the fore, manifested in terms of 
consequent environmental degradation. The point needs to be 
made that even if the standards of living of the world’s poor are 
raised to acceptable levels, the problem of environmental degra-
dation will remain. What is required is a drastic contraction of 
the carbon footprints of the rich, both in the developed and in the 
developing countries, through a redistribution of income and 
wealth to the poor, whose carbon footprints are much lower, and 
over time, a convergence of footprints across classes to levels that 
make for the sustainability of the planet. What this would entail 
as far as cars are concerned is a massive contraction of their out-
put and use, with a corresponding huge expansion of public 
transportation, accompanied by the required changes in urban 
development and infrastructure. 

Tragically, public policy in India is going in the opposite dir-
ection, actively promoting the “automobilisation” of the  society; 
together with the Jawaharlal Nehru National Urban Renewal 
Mission, what is unfolding is an intensification of urban sprawl 
and uneven development. Meanwhile, traffic congestion and 
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Playing Hookey with sports in india
The repeated crises in Indian hockey are emblematic of the neglect and maladministration of sports.

The recent crisis in Indian hockey may have been solved, 
temporarily, but the larger crisis afflicting hockey, or 
 Indian sports in general, remains as deep as ever. Accord-

ing to the players, Hockey India, the ad hoc body governing 
 hockey till the Indian Hockey Federation (IHF) is reconstituted, 
owed them “dues” of about Rs 4.5 lakh per head which they had 
been promised but not paid. They feared that they would not be 
paid once the World Cup, to be held next month in India, was 
over and therefore, like well-organised workers, they went on 
strike! Hockey India offered Rs 25,000 each and said it did not 
have funds for more. The players rejected this offer and alleged 
that there was no transparency in the administration and ac-
counts of Hockey India. The latter accused the players of putting 
financial “gain” over “national interest”, but finally, the sponsors 
of the national team, Sahara, gave Rs one crore to tide over the 
crisis and the players returned to training. This solution has been 
designed specifically with an eye to the smooth conduct of the 
hockey World Cup and does not address any of the problems 
 afflicting the administration of the game.

The present crisis of Indian hockey started when a television 
news channel broadcast images of the then secretary of the IHF, 
K Jyothikumaran accepting a bribe to select a player for the 
 national team. The resultant public outcry and pressure from the 
international body resulted in the disbanding of the IHF by the 
Indian Olympic Association with a promise that all allegations of 
corruption and maladministration would be probed and a new 
body elected within a year. Many observers alleged that 
 Jyothikumaran was actually the “fall guy” for the head of the 
IHF, K P S Gill, the former chief of Punjab police who is better 
known for his extrajudicial endeavours and the case of sexual 
harassment. Elections for a new body to govern Indian hockey 
were supposed to be complete by November 2009 but were, yet 
again, postponed because the state bodies are still divided and 
have not finished their own reorganisation. 

It is symptomatic of sports bodies that they are controlled by 
politicians and other people in power, whether at the district, 
state or national level. Sports bodies have become sources for 
dishing out patronage and shoring up political support. Sports 
 bureaucracies are entrenched with these political players and 
 focused more on their own perpetuation than facilitating the 
growth of sports and the training of the players. Some years ago, 
for example, coaches employed by the Sports Authority of India 
refused to accept transfers and postings outside metropolitan 
 areas, specially the north-east. It appeared that they did not want 
to move out of the networks of patronage and power they had 
become parts of. Complaints of misappropriation of funds, 

 nepotism and even rampant sexual harassment are much too 
common but sadly remain, almost as a rule, un-probed and 
 un-rectified. Finally, given all this, the government, whether at 
the centre or the states, has starved sports of even the most basic 
facilities and finances. Much of the small budget allocated to 
sports has been spent to pay for the salaries, institutions and 
travel of sports administrators. 

For the first time, the central government made a substantial 
hike in the financial allocation made to sports in the current 
year’s budget, which was raised from Rs 1,276 crore in 2008-09 
to Rs 2,699 crore this fiscal. While this is welcome, it is not en-
tirely clear how much of it would actually be spent on improving 
the conditions for sportsmen/women and how much of it would 
go to pay for higher salaries of sports administrators. This hike 
could very well be for expenses related to the hosting of the Com-
monwealth Games (CG) in October this year, for which a separate 
allocation of Rs 3,472 crore has been made. As would be appar-
ent, the total allocation for the CG is more than that for all sports 
in the entire country. Rather than use the opportunity of hosting 
this international event to spread sports and build infrastructure 
which would help sportsmen and women develop in different re-
gions, much of the investment has gone to build infrastructure in 
Delhi, a significant part of which, like the “games village”, is not 
even sports infrastructure and will directly benefit a very specific 
section of builders and consumers. In fact, it appears that invest-
ments for sporting events like the CG are primarily a method for 
building infrastructure which does little to foster an organic 
spread of sports but primarily transfer resources to lobbies of 
 realtors, bureaucrats and other power-elite in the name of sports. 

Combined with this official neglect and maladministration, 
sports in India has also become hostage to the hegemony of cricket, 
which has remoulded itself into a national gladiatorial spectacle in 
the past few decades. Cricket has transformed into a multi-million 
dollar business, drawing popular attention and finances away 
from other sports. It has also provided a false model for 
 development of sports which gives primacy to spectacle and com-
mercial viability over wide participation and social outcomes. It 
took precipitate action a few weeks before the World Cup by the 
national hockey team for attention to be focused on the dire con-
ditions under which our best hockey players play. Such  guerrilla 
action may have won them this round with their administrators 
but it provides no solution to the conditions which create such 
 crises. For that it will be necessary to invest in the grass root 
develop ment of sports before we pour more money into flashy 
 stadia, remove non-sportsmen/women from its administration 
and provide our players with dignity and recognition.

 vehicular pollution have assumed crisis proportions, and pres-
sures are mounting on the authorities to introduce certain pallia-
tives within the present framework, for instance, by  construction 

of metro networks and bus rapid transit systems. It goes without 
saying that these will do nothing to reverse the processes of “auto-
mobilisation”, urban sprawl and uneven development. 


