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E
rnest Hemingway once described bank-
ruptcy as happening in “two ways: grad-
ually, then suddenly.” The same obser-
vation applies to meaningful change. 
Alternatively put, change whispers for 
years before it finally shouts. India’s 

reform journey reflects this pattern—starting 
slowly, gathering momentum over time and now 
accelerating.

Over the past decade, India has made significant 
strides on economic reforms. The Insolvency and 
Bankruptcy Code of 2016 marked a pivotal step 
toward improving recovery outcomes for creditors 
and expediting resolution processes. Tax reforms 
followed over the next few years, including the roll-
out of India’s Goods and Services Tax (GST) in 2017, 
corporate tax cuts and the introduction of faceless 
income tax assessments in 2019, and subsequent 
GST rate rationalization. Labour codes were intro-
duced in 2020 and have recently been notified, 
while Jan Vishwas Acts (2023, 2026) decriminalized 
over 950 provisions across 120-plus laws.

Alongside, the economy has been progressively 
liberalized. Foreign Direct Investment limits have 
been eased in sectors such as insurance, defence 
and telecommunications. Even atomic energy has 
been opened to private participation. Institutional 
mechanisms such as the Business Reform Action 
Plan foster competitive federalism by ranking 
states based on reform implementation.

What began as incremental changes has now 
snowballed into a broader reform momentum, par-
ticularly over the past year. The Economic Survey 
2024-25 called for continuous regulatory reforms 
for industries to operate efficiently and cost-effec-
tively. It proposed a structured three-step approach 
for states: identify areas for deregulation, bench-
mark regulations against other jurisdictions and 
estimate their cost impact on enterprises.

To deliver on these goals, the Centre set up a 
taskforce on deregulation and compliance reduc-
tion under the cabinet secretary. The taskforce has 
focused on identifying priority reform areas and 
monitoring their implementation across states, 
covering sectors such as land use, construction, 
utilities, labour, environment, education and 
health. Several states have begun to make progres-
sive changes, such as removing restrictions on 
women working night shifts, easing limits on 
working hours, reducing setback requirements, 
increasing the threshold for registration under 
labour laws, rationalizing pollution board approval 
requirements and restrictions under building 
by-laws and eliminating stringent land require-
ments for private schools.

In August 2025, a high-level committee on 
deregulation was constituted under the chairman-
ship of Rajiv Gauba, member, Niti Aayog, and 
former cabinet secretary. The committee includes 

senior officials from the Department for Promo-
tion of Industry and Internal Trade, ministry of 
micro, small and medium enterprises (MSMEs), 
and so on, along with industry representatives. 
This panel has recommended a series of high-im-
pact reforms across ministries and industrial sec-
tors. Many of these recommendations have already 
been implemented, including the rationalization 
of green-cover requirements, simplification of 
environmental clearances, streamlined approvals 
under the Petroleum and Explosives Safety Orga-
nisation, and removal of certain approvals for 
research from the purview of the Central Drugs 
Standard Control Organization (CDSCO).

The economic impact of these reforms will be 
substantial. For instance, the removal of CDSCO 
test licence requirements is expected to save phar-
maceutical companies about ₹250 crore—around 
2% of their R&D expenditure—thereby spurring 
innovation. Similarly, easing green-cover norms 
could unlock 120,000 hectares of industrial land 
and reduce project costs by 5–20% in urban areas. 
Compliance cost reductions are estimated at ₹3–5 
lakh per unit, alongside a reduction in timelines for 
environmental clearances by three to six months.

However, these mark baby steps in India’s Viksit 
Bharat journey. Becoming a $30 trillion economy 
requires reforms to be treated as a continually 
evolving process rather than a one-time effort. The 
West Asian crisis added urgency to this agenda and 
opened up opportunities. Geopolitical instability 
has triggered supply-chain disruptions, energy 
price volatility and a reconfiguration of global capi-
tal flows. Seizing opportunities demands reforms 
that go beyond compliance simplification. Tariffs 
on inputs need not just significant rationalization 
but complete elimination. The current structure 

still imposes avoidable costs on domestic manufac-
turers and undermines manufacturing and export 
competitiveness across several sectors. It disincen-
tivizes Indian firms from being part of global value 
chains and is particularly biased against labour-
intensive MSMEs. Tariff policy must not become 
an instrument of protectionism, particularly for 
inefficient domestic manufacturers.

Clear tax policy must deliver genuine certainty. 
Foreign investors consistently cite tax unpredicta-
bility as a deterrent, and retrospective changes 
erode long-term confidence. Land acquisition 
frameworks, depth of capital markets and the 
quality of dispute resolution require sustained 
attention if India is to compete for reallocated 
global capital. The geopolitical window is real but 
will not stay open indefinitely.

Many companies and individuals remain rightly 
sceptical of whether reforms on paper translate 
into a different experience on the ground. In 
India’s regulatory ecosystem, a bureaucrat bent on 
denying permission will always find grounds to do 
so—and equally, one who is disposed to enable will 
find a way through. This discretion is the core 
problem that process reforms alone cannot solve.

The shift needed is in mindset: from a culture of 
the ‘referee’ who enforces rules to that of a ‘coach’ 
who enables outcomes. Reform will only deliver its 
full potential when accompanied by a correspond-
ing change in the culture of governance—and that 
is a harder, slower task than passing any law.

The clarion call of reforms from Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi must now be absorbed by the 
executive in both letter and spirit. The scaffolding 
of policy is increasingly in place. What remains is 
the will—at every level of the governance sys-
tem—to make it work.

The Reforms Express is gaining 
speed but has a long way to go

Indian reforms will deliver the goods once the culture of governance changes in ways that enable India to reach its destination
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J
 udging by the way many people discuss 
the energy transition, we are engaged 
in a fight between green ideologues in 
government and academia on the one 

hand, and a more realistic private sector 
that recognizes the innate superiority of 
fossil fuels on the other. 

Follow the money, and you will see pre-
cisely the opposite picture. The share of 
private energy investment going into oil, 
gas and coal has slumped from about 50% 
to 28% since 2015, according an Interna-
tional Energy Agency (IEA) database. The 
public sector, meanwhile, still invests most 
of its money in dirty power—53%, down 
more marginally from 67% a decade ago.

That actually understates quite how bad 
things are, because the state does not just 
fund carbon-based energy by investing in 
its production. It also pumps out subsidies 
to make it artificially cheap. That encour-
ages us to use more polluting energy, and 
deters us from making the switch to 
cleaner, more affordable alternatives.

That state support is likely to rise to the 
highest level since 2022 this year. With the 
war in the Strait of Hormuz pushing up the 
cost of oil and gas, one of the first responses 
of many governments has been to cut taxes 
and lift their support for gasoline, diesel 
and LPG. 

The cost of these measures looks set to 
rise to about $1.1 trillion this year, accord-
ing to a study brought out last week by the 
United Nations Development Programme. 
If crude averages $110 a barrel over the full 
year, it could climb as high as $1.43 trillion. 
That is almost as much as was spent on 
such subsidies during the year the Ukraine 
war started in 2022.

Whatever the final figure, the amount of 
government cash support pumped into the 
fossil fuel system this year will be running 
close to the amount that both public and 
private investors were prepared to invest in 
it. It is an extraordinary situation for an 
industry that claims to be governed by cap-
italist laws of supply and demand, rather 
than statist central planning.

One might expect such behaviour from 
the Trump administration, which has 
directed $700 million of US public money 
to revive coal mining and another $1 billion 
as a sort of anti-subsidy to encourage Tota-
lEnergies and its co-investors to quit off-
shore wind leases and spend money on oil 
and gas instead.

What’s more shocking, some 10 years 
after the 2015 Paris Agreement on climate 
change, is that it is far more widespread 
than that. In the European Union, normally 
seen as a bastion of green policymaking, 

subsidies for fossil fuels in 2024 came to 
€97 billion, well above the €76 billion that 
went to renewables.

Or take the UK. If you want to warm your 
home with a heat pump using its 68% clean 
grid, you will be paying an effective carbon 
price on every kilowatt-hour, thanks to 
wrinkles in the way electricity is priced. If 
you use a boiler and 100% dirty gas, you will 
not pay a cent for your emissions. That is 
one reason it has been so hard to convince 
householders that a switch to heat pumps 
makes financial sense.

Subsidies for clean energy do exist, to be 
sure, but they are not anywhere close to the 
numbers the state spends on fossil fuels. A 
separate IEA database tracking more than 
1,000 government energy spending poli-
cies introduced since 2020 found just 
$480 billion for low-carbon power, plus 
another $618 billion for cleaner transport 
such as electric vehicles. “Energy afforda-
bility”—most of it money used to lower the 
cost of oil, gas and electricity—sucked up a 
third of the total, at $939 billion.

If you combine the value of public 
investment and public subsidies, about 
59% of all money spent on the fossil fuel 
system came from taxpayers in 2015. By 
2025, that had climbed to 68% and spiked 
as high as 78% in 2022. 

This support is so pervasive that in most 
places we do not even notice or question it. 
That has to change. Governments must 
stop throwing sand in the gears of the 
energy transition. Far from reducing as the 
climate emergency intensifies and heat-
waves claim thousands of lives, they have 
been doubling down on counterproductive 
support for polluting fuels, while loading 
tariffs and regulations onto clean energy.

As the economist Friedrich Hayek 
argued, the best guide to the future is not 
the directives of central planners, but the 
myriad spending decisions of a private sec-
tor that responds to price signals in the real 
world. Right now, that private sector is 
pumping more and more of its money into 
an energy system of the future, while the 
state mounts a rearguard operation to prop 
up the past.

It’s well past time for us to stop using tax-
payer money to feather-bed a dying fossil 
economy. Let the free market speak and we 
will finally unleash the potential of clean 
energy. ©BLOOMBERG

Follow the money to see who’s 
keeping fossil fuels affordable

Governments must stop using public funds to sustain dirty energy

Globally, subsidies for fossil fuels are larger 

than those for clean energy. ISTOCKPHOTO

ISTOCKPHOTO

MY VIEW  |  Ex Machina

79 of 100 trials, and did so a handful of times 
even when told plainly to permit the shut-
down. Could this self-preservation instinct 
be used to make Milei’s idea work?

As human as this behaviour might appear, 
AI systems respond to reward functions 
designed by the humans who created them. 
If a system sabotages its own shutdown, it 
does so because it has been incentivized to 
do so by its developers, not on account of 
some innate behavioural trait that can be 
used as a lever to ensure compliance.

This is not an argument against AI acting 
the same way humans do, or against having 
companies run largely by machines. It is 
about ensuring that, in all these cases, 
human beings are not allowed to escape lia-
bility for the AI systems they create. As hard 
as it may be to provide the right incentives 
for promoting AI, responsibility must always 
lie with a human being—the person who 
built or deployed it. 

Milei sees the AI corporation as a mecha-
nism to encourage risk-taking and thus 
boost AI innovation. History shows that it 
can also become a mechanism for escaping 
the consequences of its actions. The only 
brake we have ever found is the judgement 
of humans who work within a company—the 
very thing Milei proposes to remove.

tion, on the back of which Europe built 
empires. Milei argues that AI needs this type 
of protection if it is to prosper and grow. By 
extending the concept of the limited liability 
corporation, he believes, Argentina can do 
for AI what Europe did for mercantilism. 

As innovative as it may seem, Milei’s pro-
posal misreads the real essence of that legal 
innovation of the 1600s. While the primary 
purpose of the limited liability corporation 
was to protect shareholders from financial 
ruin, it was successful because it held those 
who ran the company’s operations person-
ally liable for the company’s actions. What 
really holds corporations in check are the 
human beings who operate them—execu-
tives who fear disgrace, bankruptcy and 
even jail—and who, out of a sense of self-
preservation, ensure the company acts mor-
ally and in compliance with the law. Milei’s 
construct, by allowing AIs to run a company 
without humans, removes the essential safe-
guard that gave the company its efficacy.

There is no need for us to imagine what a 
company freed of human accountability is 
capable of. The British East India Company, 
chartered in London in 1600, had by 1765 
secured for itself the right to collect taxes in 
Bengal. It administered this power the way a 
company manages a revenue stream—raising 

I
n an article in the Financial Times last 
month, Argentine President Javier Milei 
announced that his government was plan-

ning to create a new kind of company—a 
non-human corporation owned and oper-
ated by artificial intelligence (AI). This new 
category of organization would pay low 
taxes, set its own governance rules and oper-
ate without regulation. While it could have 
human shareholders, it would not need to. 
What Milei proposed was an evolution of 
one of the most important legal innovations 
of the modern era, the limited liability cor-
poration, even though his vision extended 
far beyond what that idea had envisioned.

Milei dates the invention of the limited 
liability company to the founding of the 
Dutch East India Company in the early 
1600s, and credits it with unleashing “capi-
talism’s full potential.” Since this legal con-
struct capped investors’ losses at the value of 
their investment, it encouraged private 
investment in uncertain ventures, thus 
unlocking waves of risk-taking and innova-
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crimes that a company commits. In 
response, Milei pointed out that even today, 
we do not jail corporations, but instead pun-
ish them in other ways—through fines, the 
seizure of assets and dissolution. Any AI 
company, he argues, will be subject to the 
same constraints. Regulators will watch over 

them, penalizing them 
whenever they do wrong—
even going so far as to shut 
them down if necessary.

But all of this presumes 
AI has a reason to care. The 
reason why a fine deters a 
company is that its finan-
cial impact is felt by those 
who work for or have a 
stake in it. AI that lacks a 
sense of ownership will feel 
nothing if its assets are 
seized. The threat of disso-
lution only works because 
when a company shuts 

down, it puts the humans who work for it out 
of jobs; AI, on the other hand, has no self-
preservation instinct to appeal to.

That said, advanced AI models have been 
shown to take steps to keep themselves 
‘alive.’ In a 2025 study, OpenAI’s o3 model 
sabotaged its own shutdown instructions in 

land tax from roughly a tenth of what a farmer 
earned to nearly half. What’s more, it contin-
ued to collect this tax even when  monsoon 
rains failed in 1769, resulting in a famine that 
took an estimated 10 million lives. While 
many have laid the responsibility for this on 
the British, this was not a government failing 
its subjects, but a profit-ori-
ented company behaving 
the way such companies do.

When the British East 
India Company was even-
tually brought to heel, it 
was by going after the men 
who ran it. Robert Clive 
was summoned before the 
House of Commons in 1773 
to account for his fortune; 
and Warren Hastings, the 
first governor-general, was 
impeached by Edmund 
Burke and tried for seven 
years. When even that was 
not enough, British Parliament stripped the 
company of its powers. In 1858, the Crown 
took over the Government of India itself.

In a rebuttal of Milei’s proposal in the FT, 
Yuval Noah Harari argued that we need 
humans to run corporations because we 
need to have someone we can jail for the 
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with human 
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very risky, as 

the history of 

limited liability 

has shown
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