
Strengthening oversight 

The latest inspection reports released by the National Financial Reporting Author-

ity (NFRA) bring to light structural weaknesses in some of the country’s top audit 

firms, including Price Waterhouse Chartered Accountants, BSR & Co, and SRBC & 

Co. In 2025-26, the NFRA expanded its audit inspection programme to cover 35-40 

firms, up from about 25 earlier. The regulator has flagged deficiencies in audit inde-

pendence, documentation, fraud-risk assessment, and scrutiny of related-party 

transactions. These findings are not routine technical observations but reflect 

deeper governance and process deficits. For instance, the NFRA noted cases where 

audit firms failed to adequately assess whether loans to subsidiaries were at arm’s 

length. Such firms were also found to have failed to satisfactorily evaluate the 

impact of ongoing investigations such as those by the Central Bureau of Investiga-

tion. Some of them even delayed verifying employee credentials — allowing a fake 

chartered accountant to work on audits for a significant period.  

In addition, concerns over independence breaches, such as partners holding 

financial interests in audited entities, further underline systemic lapses. These 

developments come amid heightened regulatory scrutiny, with the NFRA expan-

ding inspection across major firms and coordinating more closely with the Institute 

of Chartered Accountants of India (ICAI) to strengthen oversight. The broader chal-

lenge lies in the growing complexity of modern corporate structures and the press-

ure on audit firms to balance commercial interests with professional independence. 

Large business groups today operate through intricate networks of subsidiaries and 

cross-border entities, and undertake related-party transactions, making it harder 

for auditors to verify financial statements with precision. Capacity constraints also 

play a role: Lack of professionals leading to weak supervision, poor documentation, 

and gaps in assessing fraud risk. Moreover, as seen globally, concerns on audit 

quality are not unique to India, but the stakes are higher in a fast-growing economy 

where investor confidence depends heavily on credible financial reporting. 

Addressing these challenges requires a systemic and forward-looking response. 

First, audit firms must strengthen internal governance by creating independent 

quality-control mechanisms and ensuring accountability from partners. Second, 

investment in human capital is essential, such as rigorous recruitment-verification 

processes, continuous professional training, and specialisation in complex areas 

such as forensic accounting and valuation. Third, technology must become central 

to auditing: Advanced data analytics, artificial-intelligence tools, and real-time risk-

monitoring systems can significantly improve audit quality and reduce human 

error. Fourth, there must be a clearer separation between audit and non-audit ser-

vices within firm networks to preserve independence in both letter and spirit. Fifth, 

regulatory coordination between the NFRA and ICAI should be institutionalised to 

avoid overlaps and ensure consistent enforcement — a step already being explored. 

Finally, audit committees within companies must become more proactive, 

demanding higher standards of scrutiny and transparency from auditors. 

Ultimately, the NFRA’s findings should not be seen merely as a critique of indi-

vidual firms but as a wakeup call for the entire profession. With India aspiring to 

attract large investments, the credibility of its financial reporting framework must 

be improved. Strengthening audit quality through better governance, technology, 

and regulatory coordination is essential to building economic trust and stability.

Learning curve

A very large number of young Indians travel abroad every year in search of quality 

education, research facilities, and career opportunities. However, the Union gov-

ernment’s target of attracting 200,000 foreign students annually by 2030, under the 

“Study in India” initiative, signals an attempt to reposition India not merely as a 

supplier of talent but as an education hub. Several recent trends make this ambition 

plausible. The number of Indians going abroad for higher studies has declined from 

more than 900,000 in 2023 to about 625,000 in 2025. The reasons are varied. Immi-

gration regimes in major destination countries have tightened — particularly in the 

United States (US), Canada, the United Kingdom (UK), and Australia. Visa scrutiny 

has increased, financial costs have risen, and pathways to post-study work have 

become less predictable. For many students and families, the return on investment 

from overseas education now looks less certain than it did a few years ago. 

India is seeking to turn this disruption into an opportunity. About 19 foreign 

universities are poised to establish campuses in the country, owing to a policy 

framework that now allows international institutions to operate in India or in 

special zones such as GIFT City. The logic is straightforward. If global universities 

can offer degrees in India, students may be able to access international-level quality 

education without the costs and uncertainties of moving abroad. At the same time, 

campuses of foreign universities in India could attract students from Asia, Africa, 

and the rest of the Global South. The attraction for global universities is not diicult 

to see. India is witnessing a surge in demand for higher education with tertiary 

enrolment expected to rise from about 53 million today to over 70 million by 2035. 

In contrast, international universities are facing stagnant enrolment at their home 

campuses owing to a demographic transition. There are also signs that India’s own 

higher education is gaining greater international visibility. The number of Indian 

institutions on the QS World University Rankings has risen from just 11 in 2014-15 

to 54 in the latest edition. This reflects investment in infrastructure, research, and 

global collaboration under initiatives such as the National Education Policy and the 

Institution of Eminence scheme. Yet the scale of demand still far exceeds supply. 

Every year, far more students qualify for elite institutions than the number of avail-

able seats, pointing to a persistent shortage of capacity.  

India is in a phase where demographic advantage and technological disruption 

can intersect. With a large youth population entering the workforce, the country 

must rapidly build advanced skills in fields such as artificial intelligence, semicon-

ductors, biotechnology, and clean technologies. Universities will play a central role 

in creating the research ecosystems and talent pipelines required for these sectors. 

Further, the ambition of becoming a hub of international education will require 

more than attracting foreign campuses or improving the rankings of Indian univer-

sities. The deeper challenge is to ensure that Indian universities can compete glo-

bally in research quality, faculty strength, and academic freedom. This means 

sustained investment in laboratories with research funding, easier collaboration 

with global institutions, and regulatory frameworks that give universities greater 

autonomy while maintaining rigorous standards.

India needs more investment to be an education hub

Audit firms must improve governance

For more than 20 years, the development of a deep and 
liquid corporate bond market has served as a recurring 
motif in India’s Economic Surveys and finance min-
isters’ annual Budget speeches. For observers of 
Indian finance, this induces a profound sense of déjà 
vu. Despite a dozen-plus high-level expert committees 
and countless working groups producing mountains 
of recommendations, the market remains stubbornly 
underdeveloped. It is largely illiquid and restricted to 
a few top-rated issuers.  

To understand this stagnation, one must look at the 
stark contrast with India’s equity markets. 
Over the last 35 years, India has created a 
near world-class equity market. The nation 
moved from the abolition of the Controller 
of Capital Issues to a modern, technology-
driven ecosystem with T+1 settlements. 
Why did the state successfully revolution-
ise the market for equities while repeatedly 
failing to ignite the bond market?  

The answer is not found in technical 
minutiae like stamp duty or bankruptcy 
mechanics, but in the political economy 
of fiscal dominance, the institutional 
incentives of the state, and the politics of 
reforming the Reserve Bank of India 
(RBI). All of these translate into a lack of 
genuine political will. In that sense, the 
“missing” bond market is a feature rather than a bug 
of our financial system. 

To understand corporate bond markets, we first 
need to understand the paradox of the Indian govern-
ment securities, or G-Sec, market. In standard finance 
theory, rising debt levels should increase credit risk, 
leading to higher borrowing costs and potential credit 
rating downgrades. However, recent research by IIT 
Roorkee Professor Manish Singh shows that India 
presents a fascinating departure from this theory. The 
combined debt of the Union and states was projected 

at a high 81.92 per cent of gross domestic product for 
2024-25, from 72 per cent in 2000-01. Yet the interest 
rate for new Union government securities actually fell 
from 11.77 per cent in 2000-01 to 6.96 per cent in 2025. 

Simultaneously, several states are experiencing 
near defaults, delays in salaries and pensions, and 
India’s long-term foreign currency credit rating sits 
just one notch above “junk” status. Yet, the cost of gov-
ernment borrowing remains remarkably stable or on 
a downward trend.  

Unlike the 2022 “Liz Truss” episode in the United 
Kingdom — where the gilt market revolted 
against unfunded tax cuts and forced a 
Prime Minister’s resignation in just 44 days 
— the Indian bond market fails to penalise 
fiscal excess. This disconnect between 
debt levels and pricing is maintained 
through “financial repression,” where the 
state structures the financial system to 
guarantee itself cheap credit. 

The government manages this by 
ensuring a “captive” audience for its debt. 
Over 85 per cent of government borrow-
ing is sourced from state-owned banks, 
insurance companies like Life Insurance 
Corporation, and pension funds like the 
Employees Provident Fund Organisation. 
The state utilises both micro and macro-

prudential regulations to force these financial institu-
tions to hold G-Secs. By restricting foreign 
participation and limiting foreign currency borrow-
ings, the domestic market is insulated from global 
market discipline. As recent research by Chitgupi et al 
of XKDR shows, only 5 per cent of the buyers of govern-
ment bonds purchase them voluntarily; all others rep-
resent forcible resource flows to the Indian state. 

The underdevelopment of the corporate bond 
market is a direct consequence of this distorted G-Sec 
market. This architecture allows the state to neutralise 

market forces, but it comes at a significant cost to the 
broader economy. The implications are threefold: 
Forcing domestic capital to absorb massive amounts 
of government debt starves the private sector of invest-
ment funds. This perpetually stunts the growth of a 
diverse corporate bond market, as there is simply less 
“oxygen” left for private issuers. 
A functioning corporate bond market relies on the 
sovereign yield curve as a reliable, risk-free benchmark. 
Because G-Sec yields are artificially suppressed by cap-
tive buying, the benchmark itself is distorted, making 
it impossible to price corporate credit risk accurately. 
Since the bond market is prevented from penalising 
fiscal profligacy, the economic pressure manifests 
elsewhere. Evidence suggests that higher debt leads to 
higher depreciation of the Indian rupee. This currency 
risk makes external borrowing far more expensive and 
unpredictable for Indian enterprises, further handi-
capping their global competitiveness. 

A deep and liquid bond market would transition 
India from a bank-centric system to a market-centric 
one, triggering a massive shift in institutional power. In 
the current bank-dominated system, the government 
retains significant allocative power. Because state-
owned banks are a “cozy club,” the executive can subtly 
direct credit to politically expedient sectors or favoured 
entities. Bond investors, by contrast, are “ruthless pricers 
of risk”. They do not practice regulatory forbearance, nor 
do they restructure loans based on “calls from Delhi”.  

Furthermore, a flourishing bond market would 
shift regulatory gravity from the RBI to the Securities 
and Exchange Board of India (Sebi). Both the Ministry 
of Finance and the RBI are the primary beneficiaries 
of the status quo; the former gets cheap funding, and 
the latter maintains its grip on credit allocation.  

Oicials favour the status quo and politicians go 
along, even though this harms gross domestic product 
growth. By suppressing the bond market to protect the 
state’s borrowing costs, the competitiveness of the 
manufacturing and services sectors has been sacrificed. 
Genuine reform would require the state to relinquish 
this control and allow the aggregate forces of supply and 
demand to decide who gets capital and at what price.  

The “long game” for reform must involve three 
critical steps: 
 Free the bond market and let fiscal excess have a price. 
 Generate signals that both markets and citizens can 
use to hold the state accountable. 
Focus the state on providing genuine public goods 
rather than managing a distorted financial plumb-
ing system. 

When the state needs vast resources in a crisis, in 
the present system, there is no place to go. Big changes 
are required in financial and economic policy to 
bolster the strategic depth of the Indian state and GDP 
growth. Until there is serious political will to relinquish 
the state’s power to direct credit, the corporate bond 
market will remain a recurring, unfulfilled promise in 
our economic surveys. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is an honorary senior fellow at the Isaac 
Centre for Public Policy, and a former civil servant

India’s urban shift: From funding to financing
The shift towards City Economic Regions (CERs), the 
Urban Challenge Fund (UCF), and the push for munici-
pal bonds signal a move from funding to financing cities. 
Financing demands repayment capacity, risk pricing, 
transparent accounting, and predictable revenues. As 
the World Bank report, Financing India’s Urban Infra-
structure Needs (2022), notes, commercial finance has 
played only a minor role in India’s urban infrastructure 
development, with non-guaranteed borrowing con-
tributing barely 5 per cent of capital expenditure. 

The table summarises the three pillars of this urban 
reset. CERs provide the right scale, UCF aligns private 
participation, and municipal bonds introduce market 
discipline. Together, they fix a basic mismatch: Pro-
jects span metropolitan regions, but governance, pro-
jects and balance sheets remain fragmented. 
Implemented as a package, they can build a steady 
pipeline of bankable, maintainable infra-
structure. Treated separately, they risk 
sliding back into grant dependence.  

At its core, India’s urban rejuvenation 
challenge is institutional. Long-life assets 
need long-term capital, but municipal 
revenues and investor confidence remain 
limited. A study for the 15th Finance 
Commission found “own revenue” of 
municipalities at just 0.43 per cent of 
gross domestic product in 2017-18, with 
property tax accounting for about 60 per 
cent of municipal tax revenues. Even 
here, the study cites outdated valuations 
and poor enforcement as the main rea-
sons for low collection, while recommending digitisa-
tion, Geographic Information System mapping, and 
satellite-based systems to expand the base and 
strengthen administration. 

The gap between city needs and spending is long-
standing. A committee constituted by the Ministry of 
Housing and Urban Affairs (Report on Urban Infra-
structure and Services, 2011) underscored the need for 
lifecycle financing rather than one-time asset cre-
ation. The World Bank estimates $840 billion in urban 
infrastructure investments needs through 2036 
(roughly $55 billion annually). With property tax at just 
0.15 per cent of gross domestic product (GDP), repay-
ment capacity remains weak. Urban capex averaged 
only about 0.6 per ent of GDP during 2011-18, with non-
guaranteed commercial finance contributing barely 5 
per cent. Closing the deficit requires urban capex to 
rise to about 1.1 to 1.2 per cent of GDP annually. 

CERs drive a scale strategy: The 2026-27 Budget 
proposed mapping CERs based on growth drivers and 
allocating ₹5,000 crore per CER over five years through 

a reform-cum-results-linked financing mechanism. 
The focus is on Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities. The strategic 
shift is to finance infrastructure where agglomeration 
benefits extend beyond municipal boundaries, while 
linking funds to delivery capability and outcomes.   

The NITI Aayog conceived this Growth Hubs initi-
ative in 2023 to plan “city regions going beyond urban 
boundaries”. Four pilot sites — Mumbai Metropolitan 
Region, Varanasi, Surat, and Visakhapatnam were 
selected, and a structured five-stage process from diag-
nostics to implementation frameworks was outlined. 
Economic plans for Mumbai and Surat were launched 
in September 2024. The financing implication is clear: 
CERs will succeed only if they function as coordinated 
investable platform that prioritise trunk and utility pro-
jects cutting across existing jurisdictions, and convert 
plans into bankable, operations-ready portfolios rather 

than siloed municipal wishlists.  
UCF and market-linked discipline: 

On February 14, the Cabinet approved the 
UCF with ₹1 trillion in central support. It 
has a clear mandate: The Centre will fund 
25 per cent of a project, cities must raise at 
least 50 per cent from the market, and 
funds will be released against reforms and 
results. UCF prioritises three core areas: 
Cities as growth hubs  — supporting econ-
omic clustering, transit-oriented develop-
ment, and commercial urban nodes; 
creative redevelopment of cities — regen-
eration, repurposing underutilised land, 
and large-scale urban renewal; and water, 

sanitation and essential infrastructure including sewer-
age, drainage, water supply, and climate-resilient sys-
tems. India’s real urban test is whether cities can 
prepare bankable projects, and repay investors through 
credible revenues and governance.  

Financial resilience with municipal bonds: They 
are not a shortcut to capital. Issuing bonds signals insti-
tutional discipline through audited accounts, standard-
ised reporting, ring-fenced cash flows, and transparent 
performance disclosure. The Securities and Exchange 
Board of India enforces these requirements under its 
2023 Municipal Debt Regulations, strengthening inves-
tor confidence in urban local bodies.  In this Budget, the 
government has further promoted municipal bond 
issuance by offering a ₹100 crore incentive for cities 
undertaking a single bond issue exceeding ₹1,000 crore. 
Smaller bond issuances continue to receive support 
under the Atal Mission for Rejuvenation and Urban 
Transformation. This signals a broader effort to deepen 
India’s municipal bond market and promote public pri-
vate partnerships. The 21st Report of the Standing Com-

mittee on Housing and Urban Affairs (February 8, 2024) 
reviewing the Smart Cities Mission found that only 6 per 
cent of projects used PPPs. 

The messaging is clear: CERs can deliver the right 
scale, the UCF can enforce discipline, and municipal 
bonds can mobilise long-term capital. But none will 
succeed without stronger municipal revenues, 
credible accounts, and assured operations & mainten-
ance funding that investors trust. India’s urban future 
depends on building civic institutions that are finan-
cially credible, capital market-friendly and capable of 
sustaining growth at scale. Then only will they truly 
become engines of sustainable growth. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The author is an infrastructure expert. He is also the 
founder & managing trustee of The Infravision  
Foundation. With inputs from Mutum Chaobisana

If you are a man of today out on a date 
with a woman, should you pay for the 
meal, let her do it, or split the amount? Is 
the very idea of chivalry sexist? Does a 
man become less attractive if he takes 
pride in communicating that he will take 
care of financial matters? 

These are genuine questions for men 
looking for prospective partners because 

older scripts of what it means to be a man, 
and a desirable one at that, are being 
questioned and tweaked. The simple act 
of getting to know someone can feel com-
plicated due to the voices in your head. 

In a new book called Notes on Being a 
Man,  Scott Galloway, a professor of mar-
keting at New York University’s Stern 
School of Business, writes, “Women may 
be killing it at work and in higher educa-
tion, but that doesn’t take away from the 
fact that men still have more economic 
opportunity and that the gender pay gap 
exists. So, men, pay for women if you 
can.” He believes that a man’s “protec-
tive instinct should kick in” even if a 
woman out-earns him. 

This advice might sound horribly 
patronising, or old-fashioned but true, 

depending on your beliefs but the most 
rewarding way to read this book is not to 
accept or reject everything that the author 
says. It is helpful instead to stay with what 
he proposes, and take what seems useful. 

Statistics that appear later in the book 
build a more complex picture. “Today, 
women are the primary breadwinners in 
41 per cent of US households and the per-
centage of women who outearn their hus-
bands has tripled in the past 50 years,” he 
notes. These numbers, however, do not 
capture the reality that women who work 
outside the house are often expected to 
also cook, take kids to the doctor, attend 
school meetings, and stock up on house 
supplies. Professor Galloway points out 
that, when men do these things, they see 
them as favours for which they deserve 
praise. It is easy to see how the author’s 
advice in the dating context is linked to 
his broader idea that men must always 
create “surplus value”, meaning they 

must give more than they 
take, and his view of mascu-
linity as a “three-legged stool”. 
According to him, the answer 
to the questions “Why are 
men here?” and “What do 
men do?” is: “Men protect, 
provide and procreate.” 

If this statement is trigger-
ing, you might want to read 
his interpretation of these 
terms before rejecting him 
outright. Protecting, for 
instance, does not mean 
restricting women’s mobility 
or policing their attire. “Real 
men don’t start bar fights; they 
break them up. They don’t 
shit-post other people or their country; 
they defend both,” he writes. This vision 
of masculinity is rooted in qualities like 
emotional maturity and psychological 
resilience rather than physical prowess. 

The book stands out for 
rubbishing the idea that 
expressing vulnerability is a 
sign of weakness, and assert-
ing that most men are “hungry 
for connection”, and embar-
rassed that “women are 
(mostly) easier to talk to than 
their close male friends, whom 
they really want deeper rela-
tionships with.” He encourages 
men to talk about joys and sor-
rows, maintain old friendships 
and initiate new ones without 
overthinking, and seek help for 
addiction to porn or alcohol. 

The author’s insights come 
from his experiences as an 

American “white, heterosexual male”, 
and he acknowledges repeatedly that life 
is different for men who are gay, not 
American, and people of colour. His 
refusal to speak for or preach to them 

seems like a mark of intellectual humil-
ity. Professor Galloway is open about the 
ups and downs in his parenting journey, 
from being frustrated and bored initially 
to enjoying the familiar rhythm of an 
utterly predictable weekend. Having 
seen how much his mother suffered in 
her marriage, and how deeply she 
resented his father, he insists that being 
a good man involves treating the mother 
of your kids with kindness and respect. 

This book is for everyone thinking 
deeply about masculinity. If you choose 
fatherhood, your job “is to create surplus 
value as measured by being a better dad 
than your dad was to you,” he writes. This is 
gold, as a guiding principle. Gone are the 
days when you could blame your parents 
for your flaws and get away with it. It is time 
to take ownership of who you want to be. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is a journalist, educator, 
and literary critic. X: @chintanwriting

Reframing masculinity
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A political choice: India’s 
stunted bond market
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Developing a deep corporate bond market requires the political 
will to relinquish control over credit, not technical fixes
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City Economic Regions 

~5,000 crore per CER n
(5 years) 

Focus: Economic scale n
utilities 

Reform-cum-result-n
linked financing 
solutions 

4 pilot regions n
(Mumbai Metropolitan 
Region, Surat, 
Varanasi and 
Visakhapatnam) 

CER goes beyond 
established city limits

Municipal Bonds 

Governed by 2023 n
Sebi regulations 

Strict disclosure and n
ring-fenced usage 

Growing multi-year n
issuances 

Constraint: Weak own n
revenues

Urban Challenge Fund 

~1 trillion central kitty n

Centre funds 25% n

Cities must raise  n
> 50 % from markets 

~5,000 crore credit n
guarantee

Three pillars of the urban reset

Funding structure

Crowding-in of  
private capital

Bonds introduce 
market discipline

   25%       50%       balance 

Centre    Markets

       Audit 

       Disclosure 

       Ring-fencing
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