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QUICK EDIT

India’s official gross domestic 
product (GDP) growth data sug-
gests the economy is on fire, 
even if not firing on all cylin-
ders. At 7.6%, the latest growth 
estimate for 2023-24 is better 
than the 7.3% the government 
had earlier predicted, which 
itself was an upward surprise. At 
this rate, the current fiscal year 
will mark quite a pick-up from 
2022-23, when the economy 
grew a revised 7% (down from 
7.2%) and many had expected it 
to lose pace thereafter. A clearer 
picture emerges when we look 
closer. Growth in the October-
December period, or third 
quarter of 2023-24, clocked 
8.4% year-on-year. Estimated 
rates for previous quarters have 
been revised too, resulting in a  
momentum that places India in 
a position to report a distinct 
acceleration. Of course, this fis-
cal year still has a month left to 
go and it will be a long while 
before we’ll have a final figure 
for 2023-24. Sector-wise data 
presents an uneven picture. 
Most sectors have posted robust 
value addition. Manufacturing 
grew 11.6% on that count in the 
third quarter. But agriculture is 
tottering. Its value addition was 
stagnant in the last quarter. Our 
growth needs to be broader 
based and we must stay vigilant 
on income divergences.

Economy 
stunner

MINT METRIC
by Bibek Debroy 

In Telangana, on a customer’s request,

Cadbury chocolate sent for a lab test.

With white worms and webs spread, 

“Unsafe to consume”—the report said.

Hyderabad’s Ratnadeep Store clearly not the best. 
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How are hybrid cars 
doing in India?

In 2023, sale of hybrid cars 
touched an all-time high of 82,607 
units. This marked an over four-
fold increase from under 20,000 
units in 2022. In comparison, 
battery-operated electric car sales 
saw the tally nearly double to 
81,710 units from round 41,675 
units in 2022. This is the first time 
hybrid cars have outsold electric 
cars in one year. This, despite the 
fact that currently hybrid cars 
attract a GST of 43%—two 
percentage points lower than large 
petrol or diesel cars. Electric cars 
attract a much lower 5% GST. Due 
to the higher taxes hybrids are 
more expensive than their nearest 
electric counterparts. 

What is fuelling this 
growth in hybrids?

Even though there are only six 
hybrid models available in India, 
the launch of the Maruti Suzuki 
Grand Vitara and Invicto and the 
Toyota Hyryder and Innova 
Hycross have led to the expansion 
of the segment. With its better fuel 
economy, Maruti Suzuki has used 
the hybrid version to offset the 
lack of a diesel powertrain in its 
line-up. Hybrid versions make up 
22-23% of Grand Vitara’s overall 
sales. Hybrid technology lacks the 
rock bottom running cost. And the 
zero tail pipe emissions have all 
the advantages of an EV. But at the 
same time, hybrids don’t need to 
be plugged in for charging and 
there is no range anxiety.

How are other fuel 
options faring?

Petrol remained the fuel of choice 
for new car buyers with a 65% 
share of new car sales in 2023. But 
it has lost over a 3 percentage 
point market share, largely to 
compressed natural gas (CNG), 
which saw sales grow 30% year- 
on-year and market share go up to 
13%. Diesel was the second most 
popular fuel of choice with an 18% 
share of sales, though its share has 
been largely stable since 2020. 
CNG is likely to upstage diesel in 
the future. Hybrids and electric 
cars equally split the remaining 
share between them.

Should hybrids be 
incentivized?

The industry is divided. 
Carmakers Maruti, Toyota and 
Honda claim hybrids are more 
practical right now and are 
demanding a reduction in GST. 
Due to the higher fuel economy, 
hybrids are greener than a regular 
petrol or diesel vehicle. There is 
opposition to this by firms that 
have already invested in EVs and 
unanimity that electric solves the 
problem of expensive imported 
crude oil. Until a decent charging 
infrastructure is in place, experts 
say, it may make sense for some 
incentives for plug-in hybrids.

Are sales of electric cars on 
a decline?

Electric cars continue to be in demand, but 
the growth is beginning to moderate as the 
pool of early adopters is exhausted. Against 
an industry target of 100,000 units in 
2023, sales fell short by nearly 20%. Range 
anxiety and uncertain resale value of the 
cars are a headache. Additionally, charging 
infrastructure has not been able to keep 
pace with sales growth.
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Hybrid sales overshadowed electric cars in India in 2023. This is in 
spite of the fact that hybrids do not get tax concessions or incentives—
unlike battery-operated cars. Is this just a blip or a definitive shift in 
consumer preference? What is driving it? Mint explains:

Whither green? 
Ditching electric 
cars for hybrids

In 2023, hybrid cars outsold electric cars for the first time

Changing track

Source: Vahan dashboard
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QUOTE OF THE DAY

I am looking at India in a far 
broader way. I am lucky enough to 
look at innovators who can help 
with all kinds of problems—
starting with health, but also 
agriculture, gender, and 
climate. We need fantastic 
Indian innovation.

BILL GATES 
MICROSOFT 
CO-FOUNDER

BY SUMANT BANERJI

BLOOMBERG
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Per capita value of free goods* given by government (₹/month, rural)

*Imputed value of free items consumed by households, such as food, laptop/PC, tablet, mobile phones, bicycles, two-wheelers, school uniform, etc, attributable 
to both state and central governments. This doesn't include education and health services.
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TOP FIVE POLITICAL DRAMAS

Platform: Amazon Prime Video

Language: Telugu

Platform: Netflix

Language: Tamil

Platform: Amazon Prime Video
Language: Malayalam

5

Platform: Netflix
Language: Hindi

4 ACT 1978

Platform: Amazon Prime Video
Language: Kannada

TOP FIVE TURKISH SHOWS

Platform: Netflix

Cast: Tuba Buyukustun, Murat Boz

3 NEW LIFE

Platform: Disney+ Hotstar

Cast: Melisa Asli Pamuk, Serkan Cayoglu

4 MIDNIGHT AT THE PERA PALACE

5 HIDDEN

Platform: Disney+ Hotstar
Cast: Kutsi, Hande Dogandemir

Platform: Netflix

Cast: Selahattin Pasali, Hazal KayaPlatform: Netflix

Cast: Ibrahim Celikkol, Burak Yamanturk
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2 2 ANOTHER SELF
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E
very Friday, Plain Facts publishes a compilation of data-based insights, complete with easy-to-read charts, to help you 
delve deeper into the stories reported by Mint in the week gone by. The much-awaited household consumption expend-
iture survey (HCES) gave a snapshot of Indians’ spending habits after a gap of 11 years. Corporate India showed a mixed 

report card in the third quarter of the financial year 2023-24, with divergent trends in profit and revenue growth.

curatED BY PaYal BhattacharYa

Data recap: Spending 
survey, Q3 results, NSE

Based on current prices. The data is not strictly comparable across years 
because of different methodologies.

Source: Household Consumption Expenditure Survey
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THE SHARE of food in rural Indians’ household budgets 
slid below the 50% mark in the household consumption 
survey held in 2022-23. The previous survey, held in 
2011-12, had recorded food’s share in rural spending at 
53.6%. Overall, the survey showed a rise in per capita 
consumer spending in rural areas to ₹3,773 per month 
from ₹1,430 in 2011-12 (not inflation-adjusted). However, 
some of the rise is likely to have come from the change in 
methodology as well, a Plain Facts article explained.

Expense Tracker

Source: Ishka aviation
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AIRCRAFT RENTALS have surged in response to high 
demand over the past year, with any given available plane 
attracting interest from four to five carriers, Mint  
reported. According to Ishka, a UK-based aviation 
research firm, the average market lease rate for a 10-year-
old Airbus A320 rose 14% over a 12-month period to 
$177,000 per month in January. The lease rate for a used 
Boeing B737-800 increased 13% to $194,000 per month. 
This coincides with a global aircraft shortage in the sector.

Costly Affair

₹45,000
crore

THAT’S THE amount of fund-raise for which cash-strapped 
Vodafone Idea got approval from its board of directors this 
week. The plan includes a ₹20,000-crore equity-based fund-
raise from existing investors, for which the company plans to 
meet shareholders on 2 April. After their approval, the telco 
expects to complete the process by June. Later, Vodafone 
Idea will further look to raise debt—taking the total amount 
of funding up to ₹45,000 crore, the company said.

Signal Boost

76%
THAT’S THE percentage of the full-year capex target that 
the Centre had spent till 31 January, with two months to go, 
data released on Thursday showed. According to the latest 
Union Budget, the Centre estimates a capex of ₹9.5 trillion in 
2023-24. Earlier this week, a government source told Mint 
that the government was on track to achieve its capex target 
and was holding a modest cash balance to meet its 
commitments for the final three months of the fiscal year.

Capex Track

AFTER A two-year halt on new borrowings by the 
National Highways Authority of India (NHAI), the Centre is 
now considering prepaying a portion of its ₹3.4-trillion 
debt. The move would enable NHAI to allocate more 
capital for enhancing highway network and reduce interest 
payments. Several of NHAI’s bond issues, including the one 
in 2021-22, are set to mature between 2025 and 2030. The 
objective is to prioritize repayment of these bonds before 
considering early exits for longer-term bondholders.

61,217

65,080

74,987

2022-23*

Borrowings by NHAI (in ₹ crore)

*₹798 crore was raised through the issue of 54EC bonds in 2022-23
Source: Ministry of road transport and highways
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Year-on-year change (%) in revenue and net profits of listed firms

Based on analysis of 3,478 BSE-listed companies
Source: Capitaline, Mint calculations
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THE DECEMBER-quarter results of a Mint sample of 
3,478 BSE-listed firms showed divergent trends in 
revenue and profit growth. While revenues expanded 
8.4% on a year-on-year basis, the fastest in three quarters, 
profit growth slacked to 31%, the slowest in 2023-24 so far. 
Yet, the revenue growth is subdued as compared to four 
quarters ago (18%), and profits are swelling due to reduced 
input cost pressures. Unlike the last few quarters, firms 
came out of the shadow of a fast-growing BFSI sector.

Earnings Report

Exchange-wise turnover (in ₹ crore)

Source: Sebi
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IN JANUARY, the National Stock Exchange (NSE) 
overtook the NCDEX to become India’s second-largest 
commodity derivatives platform more than five years 
after it launched bullion futures. MCX remains the No. 1 
in this list by far. The NSE recorded commodity 
derivatives volumes of ₹38,418 crore in January, 
surpassing NCDEX’s ₹12,509 crore, data from the Sebi 
showed. Nearly all of NSE’s turnover in January came 
from options on crude oil futures contracts.

Marching Ahead

Source: YouGov-Mint-CPR Millennial Survey

Where respondents are placed on the "partisan index" (share in %)

The partisan index reflects how deeply one is attached to the party they identify 
with. Full details: https://bit.ly/49uPKHF. 
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NEARLY 44% of 12,544 urban Indians interviewed in 
the latest edition of the YouGov-Mint-CPR Millennial 
Survey showed signs of intense passion towards one or 
the other political party. Such ‘strong 
partisans’ are also more likely to engage 
in political debates online. 

Follow our data stories on the “In 
Charts” and “Plain Facts” pages on the 
Mint website.

Chart of the Week: Political Sides

PARAS JAIN/MINT



Why Punjab is the epicentre 
of farmer protests uP10

Govt eyeing right opportunity 
to reduce stake in Vi uP2

critical minerals by fixing their roy-
alty rates, and approved subsidy 
rates for the next sowing season.

Ground-breaking for all three 
semiconductor projects is expected 
in the next 100 days, IT minister 
Ashwini Vaishnaw said, adding the 
Tata-PSMC fab may be ready in 
around two and a half years, pro-
ducing around 3 billion chips a year 

Shouvik Das, Rituraj Baruah & 

Puja Das

NEW DELHI

I
ndia’s chip-making ambitions 
took a giant leap on Thursday 
with the Centre greenlighting 
three projects worth ₹1.26 tril-
lion, with the Tata group lead-

ing two of them.
While Tata Electronics Pvt. Ltd 

(TEPL) will build India’s first semi-
conductor fab in Gujarat’s Dholera 
for ₹91,000 crore along with Tai-
wan’s Powerchip Semiconductor 
Manufacturing Co. (PSMC), Tata 
Semiconductor Assembly and Test 
Pvt. Ltd (TSAT) will build an assem-
bly, testing, marking and packaging 
(ATMP) plant in Assam’s Morigaon 
for ₹27,000 crore. Separately, CG 
Power Pvt. Ltd will build an ATMP 
unit in Gujarat’s Sanand at an 
investment of ₹7,600 crore, along 
with Japan’s Renesas Electronics.

A Union cabinet meeting chaired 
by Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
cleared all three projects, bringing 
chip investments approved so far to 
around ₹1.5 trillion, including 
Micron’s ATMP plant cleared last 
June. Separately, the cabinet also 
okayed an incentive scheme for roof-
top solar power with ₹75,000 crore 
outlay, set the stage for auctioning 

Two Tata group projects among three to win Cabinet approval

Tata takes the lead 
in ₹1.26 tn chip plan

SENSEX 72,500.31        195.43 

The Securities and Exchange Board of India 
(Sebi) has asked money managers to 
consider restricting one-off investments 
from clients in small- and mid-cap stock 
mutual funds and to cut commissions 
offered for their sale. >P6

Sebi asks small, mid-cap funds 
to consider restricting flows

ReNew Energy Global Plc is in talks with 
Sembcorp Industries Ltd to sell solar energy 
projects totalling 350 megawatts (MW), with 
the deal estimated to be valued at about 
$241 million at the enterprise level and 
around $121 million in terms of equity. >P2

ReNew in talks with Sembcorp 
to sell 350MW solar projects

Business-to-business e-commerce unicorn 
Moglix is contemplating relocating its 
domicile to India, and launching an initial 
public offering within two years, amid a 
growing trend among startups  favouring 
India as a listing destination. >P3

Moglix eyes India domicile shift, 
initial share sale in two years

Sam Altman’s OpenAI backed Humane AI 
Pin is beginning early conversation with 
Indian telcos to bring the device to the 
Indian market, with the maximum number of 
inquiries on the device coming from India 
ever since it was launched. >P5

Humane AI Pin holds talks with 
Indian telcos to enter Indian mkt
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T
he Indian economy 
roared ahead in the 
December quarter 

with a surprise growth of 
8.4%, belying fears of a 
tempering as manufactur-
ing, electricity and con-
struction put up a robust 
show. In the process, India 
also retained its crown as 
the world’s fastest-growing 
major economy.

The Q3 growth figure is 

almost twice as fast as the 
4.3% recorded in Q3 of 
FY23. A Mint poll of 17 
economists had thrown up 
a median of 6.6% growth. 
Other predictions, too, 
were similar. The Q3 figure 
is also higher than the 7.6% 
reported in Q2 of FY24; 
this number was revised to 
8.1% on Thursday. In Q1, 
GDP growth was reported 
to be 7.8%.

However, Q3’s gross 
value added (GVA) growth 
at a much lower 6.5% indi-

TURN TO PAGE 6

GDP trumps forecasts 
with 8.4% jump in Q3

NIFTY 21,982.80        31.65 DOLLAR ₹82.91        ₹0.02 EURO ₹89.98        ₹0.42 OIL $81.74        $0.15 POUND ₹105.02        ₹0.32

Gireesh Chandra Prasad & 

Rhik Kundu

NEW DELHI

I
ndia’s economy may expand 
7.6% in FY24 amid strong 
investment growth in plant 

and machinery, robust manu-
facturing growth and a slight 
improvement in trade, despite 
consumption and government 
spending growing slower than 
previously estimated, the sec-
ond advance estimate released 
by the statistics ministry 
showed.

In January, the ministry had 
made a forecast of 7.3% growth 
in the fiscal. Gross fixed capital 
formation or investments in 
fixed assets is projected to grow 
at 10.2% in the current financial 
year, nearly at the level projec-
ted in the January estimate. 
However, both household 
spending and government 
expenditure adjusted for infla-
tion are expected to grow only 
at 3% in the current fiscal, 
although in January, the 
former was projected to grow at 
4.4% and the latter at 4%.

A key highlight of the second 
advance estimate is a decline in 
imports in rupee terms and a 
slight improvement in exports 
this year, from the level projec-
ted in January, which is helping 
to reduce the shock on account 

TURN TO PAGE 6

FY24 growth likely at 7.6% on 
investments, manufacturing

Charging ahead
The Q3 growth figure is almost twice as fast as the 4.3% recorded 
in Q3 of FY23.

Source: Ministry of statistics and programme implementation

*First revised estimate; 
**second advance estimate

Year-on-year growth (%) in GDP, annual Year-on-year growth (%) in 
GDP, quarterly
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across 28nm, 50nm, 55nm and 
90nm nodes.

“The facilities combined will 
generate 1 lakh indirect jobs, and 
26,000 direct jobs. A number of key 
component supply chain compa-
nies will also come to India, such as 
five key strategic companies that we 

TURN TO PAGE 6

Approval to 
3 semiconductor 

units

Approval to 
PM-Surya Ghar

91,000

7,600

7,600

60,000

78,000
(in ₹ crore)

Subsidy for system (in ₹)

*systems or higher

Project

Developer

Semiconductor Fab
 Tata Electronics and 
Taiwan's Powerchip 
Semiconductor 
Manufacturing Corp 
(PSMC)

Semiconductor ATMP unit
 Tata Semiconductor 
Assembly and Test Pvt Ltd

Semiconductor ATMP 
unit for specialized chip
 CG Power, Renesas 
Electronics Corporation, 
Japan and Stars 
Microelectronics, Thailand 

27,000

1KW 2KW 3KW*

fuTuRe foCuS
India now has semiconductor projects totalling ₹1.5 trillion in the 
pipeline, including Micron’s ATMP project approved in June 2023

STEP UP

All 3 semiconductor 
projects are expected 
in the next 100 days

TATA-PSMC fab may 
be ready in around 
two-and-a-half years

fACIlITIeS combined 
will generate 100,000 
indirect jobs
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about errors. 

Readers can alert the 
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feedback@livemint.com.
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respond to all complaints. 
Readers dissatisfied with the 
response or concerned about 
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Seeking right opportunity to 
cut stake in Vi: Telecom secy

The Union govt is the largest shareholder in Vodafone Idea, India's third-largest carrier

to a higher debt burden and 
more spending on debt servic-
ing, which can be unhealthy 
for an economy and risks 
devaluing the currency and 
impacting private invest-
ments.

Capital expenditure rose to 
₹7.21 trillion during April-Jan-
uary FY24, or 75.9% of the 
revised annual estimate, from 
₹5.70 trillion in the same 
period in FY23.

Total receipts during the 
April-January FY24 period 
stood at ₹22.52 trillion, or 
81.7% of the revised annual 
estimate, of which tax receipts 
stood at ₹18.80 trillion, or 
80.9% of the revised annual 
estimate.

Non-tax revenue stood at 
₹3.38 trillion, or 90% of the 
revised annual estimate.

Total expenditure rose to 
₹33.55 trillion, or 74.7% of the 
revised annual estimate, from 
₹31.68 trillion in the corre-
sponding period in FY23.

The loss-making telco said it will meet shareholders on 2 April to seek permission 

to raise ₹20,000 crore in equity. MINT

Somrita Ghosh

somrita.ghosh@partner.livemint.com
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T
he health ministry has 
called for a meeting with 
state governments next 

week for the implementation 
of the Clinical Establishment 
Rules, said two officials aware 
of the development, after the 
Supreme Court took serious 
note of discrepancies in char-
ges across government and 
private medical facilities.

The court on Tuesday 
strongly criticized the Centre 
for failing to enforce the 
14-year-old Clinical Establish-
ment (Central Government) 
Rules, which makes it manda-
tory for clinical establishments 
to display the charges for 
treatments and procedures.

"Some states are doing it 
well, whereas there are lapses 
in proper implementation of 
the scheme in certain states. 
The ministry had earlier  writ-
ten to states and asked them 
for proper implementation of 
the rule," said an official. As per 
the official, the meeting is 
likely to be kept virtual.

"It is mandatory for the state 
health secretaries to attend the 
meeting, this will help to 
resolve the matter and also 
know what exactly are the 
issues in the rules that the 
states are facing," another offi-
cial added.

The Clinical Establishments 
Act was passed by Parliament 
in 2010 to provide for registra-
tion and regulation of all clini-
cal establishments in the 
country with a view to pre-
scribing minimum standards 
of facilities and services. The 
Act was notified in 2012 and 
initially came into force in four 
states -- Arunachal Pradesh, 
Himachal Pradesh, Mizoram 
and Sikkim – and all Union 
Territories except Delhi.

The Act covers all kinds of 
clinical establishments – both 
public and private, from hos-
pitals to single-doctor clinics 
– and all recognized systems 
of medicine. The matter came 
to light after an NGO, Veter-
ans Forum for Transparency 
in Public Life, filed a public 
interest litigation, asking that 
the Centre decide th amounts 
that can be charged from 
patients in accordance with 
Rule 9,

Centre calls 
meeting on 
pricing of 
medical 
treatments

Dhirendra Kumar & 

Rhik Kundu 
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I
ndia on Thursday urged the 
World Trade Organization 
(WTO) to reconsider its ban 

on charging customs duties for 
e-commerce goods and servi-
ces, arguing the moratorium 
particularly disadvantages 
developing and least devel-
oped countries. 

On the final day of the 
WTO’s 13th ministerial con-
ference in Abu Dhabi, India 
along with South Africa also 
opposed the inclusion of an 
Investment Facilitation for 
Development (IFD) proposal 
in the outcome document of 
the conference. 

The IFD proposal, which 
was moved by a group of 123 
members led by China, seeks 
to improve transparency in 
investment regulations.

India stressed the need for 
digital industrialization as an 
emerging segment of the 
global economy due to its 
potential to play a key role in 
the economic development 
and prosperity of developing 
countries and LDCs, the com-
merce ministry said in a state-
ment. 

India reiterated its position 

“India wants all policy 
options should be available for 
the WTO members to pursue 
for promoting digital industri-
alization,” the commerce min-
istry said.

“At the WTO, India advo-
cated for digital public infra-
structure (DPI) for develop-
ment, disciplining unfair com-
petition and consumer 
protection,” it added. 

India’s opposition to the 
inclusion of the IFD proposal 
in the meeting’s outcome doc-
ument highlights its concerns 
surrounding the agreement’s 
potential impact, a senior gov-
ernment official said, request-
ing anonymity. 

The IFD initiative was  
launched in 2017 by a group of 
developing and least-devel-
oped WTO members with a 
mandate to streamline invest-
ment procedures and facilitate 
cross-border investments. 

However, it has attracted 
criticism for potentially 
favouring countries heavily 
reliant on Chinese invest-
ments and those with sover-
eign wealth funds, which India 
does not have. India has raised 
several concerns regarding the 
IFD agreement at the MC13, 
the official said. 

dhirendra.kumar@live-
mint.com

India opposes ban on e-commerce duty

At WTO’s 13th ministerial conference in Abu Dhabi, India and 

South Africa also opposed the inclusion of an IFD proposal. AFP

on e-commerce, stating a few 
firms based in developed 
countries currently dominate 
the global landscape of e-com-
merce, thus creating challen-
ges to increase 
the participation 
of developing 
countries in 
global e-com-
merce amid a 
huge digital 
chasm between 
developed and 
developing coun-
tries, it added. 

E-commerce was a major 
issue discussed at the ministe-
rial. The WTO moratorium 
prevents countries from 

charging import duties on dig-
ital products and services. 

WTO members have peri-
odically agreed to extend the 
moratorium on customs duties 

on electronic 
transmissions, 
with the last 
extension agreed 
in June 2022. 

At the current 
meeting, India 
and South Africa 
opposed extend-
ing the morato-
rium on customs 

duty on electronically trans-
mitted products, a move that 
has been pushed by developed 
economies. 

India reiterated 
its position on e-
commerce, said 
few firms now 

dominate global 
landscape of 
e-commerce

MINT SHORTSm

Rhik Kundu

rhik.kundu@livemint.com

NEW DELHI

I
ndia’s fiscal deficit during 
the first 10 months of FY24 
stood at ₹11.03 trillion, or 

63.6% of the revised annual 
estimate, according to data 
released by the Controller 
General of Accounts on Thurs-
day.

The fiscal deficit for the cor-
responding period of the pre-
vious year stood at ₹11.91 tril-
lion, or 67.8% of the annual 
estimate of ₹17.55 trillion for 
FY23.

The budgeted annual esti-
mates for fiscal deficit, which 
was revised in the vote on 
account budget on 1 February, 
was at ₹17.87 trillion for FY24.

The narrowing of the fiscal 
deficit, despite a jump in gov-
ernment spending to fuel eco-
nomic growth, was due to 
higher tax receipts and an 
increase in non-tax revenue.

The Centre aims to reduce 
the fiscal deficit—the differ-
ence between the govern-
ment’s income and expendi-
ture—to 5.8% of gross domes-
tic product (GDP) during 
FY24, from 6.4% in the previ-
ous fiscal year. 

During the recently tabled 
vote on the interim budget 
presented on 1 February, the 
fiscal deficit target was revised 
from 5.9% of GDP for FY24.

The government is commit-
ted to lowering the fiscal defi-
cit to 5.1% of GDP by FY25.

A higher fiscal deficit leads 

Apr-Jan fiscal 
deficit at ₹11 tn, 
64% of FY24 target

The deficit last year stood at 

₹11.91 lakh crore. ISTOCKPHOTO

The meet with states is slated 

for next week. ISTOCKPHOTO

this proposed transaction,” 
said one of the two people 
aware of the development.

Queries emailed to the 
spokespersons of ReNew 
Energy Global Plc, Sembcorp 
Industries and Torrent Power 
on Tuesday evening remained 
unanswered.

ReNew has a clean energy 
portfolio of 13.8GW. The pro-
posed deal is part of its plan to 
sell operational, clean energy 
capacity and reinvest the pro-
ceeds in building new clean 
energy assets.

ReNew has been exploring 
several opportunities, includ-

Utpal Bhaskar

utpal.b@livemint.com
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N
asdaq-listed ReNew 
Energy Global Plc is in 
talks with Singapore’s 

Sembcorp Industries Ltd to 
sell solar energy projects 
totalling 350 megawatts (MW), 
with the deal estimated to be 
valued at around $241 million 
at the enterprise level and 
around $121 million in terms of 
equity, two people aware of the 
development said.

This deal  for 1.1 gigawatts 
(GW) comprising ReNew’s 
solar (350MW) and wind 
power assets (750MW) was 
proposed earlier but couldn’t 
be agreed due to a valuation 
gap on wind assets. Ahmeda-
bad-based Torrent Power had 
also submitted a non-binding 
offer (NBO) for ReNew’s solar 
and wind power assets totall-
ing 1.1 GW.

The current proposed deal 
involves only the sale of solar 
power assets and not the wind 
power assets as was earlier 
planned. “The current deal in 
the works is only for 350 MW 
of solar projects, with the 750 
MW wind assets not part of 

ing selling a 30% stake in its 
2.3GW commercial and indus-
trial projects. It has also 
announced an equal joint ven-
ture with Gentari Sdn Bhd to 
develop 5 GW capacity, 
wherein Gentari Renewables 
India Pte. Ltd will have a 50% 
equity stake in ReNew’s utili-
ty-scale 5GW renewable 
energy portfolio comprising 
solar, wind and energy storage 
projects.

On its part, Singapore 
Exchange-listed Sembcorp 
has a renewable energy capac-
ity of 13.8GW and has added 
4GW to its portfolio since end-
2022 through a mix of acquisi-
tions and organic growth. It is 
targeting 25GW of installed 
capacity by 2028.

Given the growing demand 
for electricity in the country, 
and India’s ambitious green 
energy trajectory, there are 
several deals in play as 
reported by Mint.

The latest case in point is 
Rahul Munjal-led Hero Future 
Energies Pvt. Ltd looking to 
hire JPMorgan for a pre-initial 
public offering (IPO) fundrais-
ing. The deal is expected to 
have an equity value of around 
$200 million.

ReNew in talks with Sembcorp 
to sell 350MW solar projects

The deal is estimated to be 

valued at $241 mn. BLOOMBERG
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T
he government will look at 
the right opportunity to pare 
its stake in Vodafone Idea 
(Vi), Neeraj Mittal, secretary 
in the department of tele-

communications, said as he welcomed 
the approval given by the cash-
strapped carrier's board to a fund-raise 
proposal. 

"We'll have to examine everything, if 
there is an opportunity, there is a need 
for it, how do the next few months look 
like in terms of their operations," he 
said in an interview, adding that the 
government may not look at divest-
ment immediately. 

The Union government is the largest 
shareholder in Vodafone Idea, India's 
third-largest carrier, with a 31% stake. 

Mittal said the government was look-
ing for growth in the carrier, and hop-
ing the firm will be able to sus-
tain operations.

On Tuesday, the board 
of  Vodafone Idea 
approved plans to raise 
₹45,000 crore in equity 
and debt, including capi-
tal from its promoters. 

The loss-making telco 
said it will meet shareholders 
on 2 April to seek permission to 
raise ₹20,000 crore in equity, and 
complete the process by the end of the 
June quarter. Following this, the com-
pany will look to raise debt, taking the 

total amount of funding to ₹45,000 
crore. The carrier has a debt of over ₹2.1 
trillion, most of it owed to the govern-
ment from spectrum sales in the past 

years. 
Mittal said the department 

was looking at enabling 
mechanisms for surren-
der of spectrum, includ-
ing 3G, which is being 
shut down by carriers.

"By 2030, we will need 
another possibly 1-2 GHz of 

additional spectrum. So this is 
a continuous process and if there 

is an opportunity for refarming or sur-
rendering, we will definitely look at it," 
he said. Sector experts said surrender-
ing of spectrum can significantly 

31%
Stake held by 

Union govt in 

Vodafone Idea 

reduce telco liabilities, particularly for 
3G spectrum, which was bought at 
steep prices and high interest rates. 
The freed spectrum can be refarmed 
and used for 6G services. 

The government has 
already laid out its 6G 
vision document which 
unveils plans to launch 
6G services by 2030.

Mittal said the depart-
ment of telecom was 
likely to bring out the first 
set of rules and regulations 
under the new telecom law in the 
next few months, but did not give a firm 
timeline. The new law was enacted in 
December last year, replacing three 
archaic laws.

The government is also aiming to 
conduct the next round of spectrum 
auctions early in the June quarter, the 
seniormost official at the telecom 
department said. Mint had reported 
earlier this month that the auction is 
unlikely to fetch over ₹10,000 crore, as 
most of the purchases will be for spec-
trum renewals in small quantities.

The government is unlikely to heed 
requests from the industry to give out 
satellite spectrum prior to execution of 
rules under the new telecom law. Mittal 
said that while the regulatory process 
will take time, the government will 
attempt to proceed with rules for alloca-
tion of satellite spectrum at the earliest. 
The new  Telecommunications Bill 2023 
provides for allocation of airwaves for 
satellite broadband outside of auctions, 
a step away from the traditional practice 
of selling frequencies via auctions.

Asked about regulation of AI, Mittal 
said: "The role of AI is going to be very 
critical and the regulators also have to 

take note of the rapid changes 
that are happening. AI can be 

a double-edged weapon.  
We hope that it will be 
more on the positive side 
because all the applica-
tions we see here, make 

the networks more effi-
cient, more secure, more 

responsive to the emerging 
needs—making networks more 

energy-efficient, connecting consum-
ers more efficiently, improving the 
quality of service, securing the net-
works, and preventing attacks."

₹2.1 tn
debt on carrier; 

most owed from 

spectrum sales

RBI issues revised norms to 
streamline bill payments 
New Delhi: The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) on Thurs-
day issued revised norms to streamline the process of bill 

payments, enable greater 
participation, and enhance 
customer protection. It 
issued the revised norms as it 
felt there was a need to 
update the existing regula-
tions in view of significant 
developments in the pay-
ments landscape. PTI

Govt approves over ₹6,700 cr  
for 8 stretches on NH-913 
New Delhi: The roads ministry has approved an alloca-

MINT

tion of ₹6,728.33 crore for constructing eight stretches 
on NH-913 (Frontier Highway) in Arunachal Pradesh as 
Intermediate Lane Road, spanning 305.50km on engi-
neering procurement construction mode, an official 
statement said. Road transport and highways minister 
Nitin Gadkari said the development aims to enhance 
connectivity to border areas. PTI

India successfully flight tests 
VSHORADS missile
New Delhi: India has conducted two successful flight 
tests of a very short-range air defence missile off the 
coast of Odisha. The tests were carried out on 
Wednesday and Thursday. The Defence Research and 

Development Organization 
conducted the two success-
ful flight tests of Very Short-
Range Air Defence System 
(VSHORADS) missiles from 
a ground-based portable 
launcher off the coast of 
Odisha . PTI

ANI

‘Sukhu takes responsibility 
of Singhvi’s loss in RS polls’

Shimla: Congress central observer D.K. Shiva-
kumar on Thursday said Himachal Pradesh chief 
minister Sukhvinder Singh Sukhu took responsi-
bility for Abhishek Manu Singhvi’s defeat in the 
Rajya Sabha polls and that all differences have 
been ironed out after speaking to party MLAs.  He 
said the state government would last a full term 
when asked if Sukhu would continue as CM. PTI

PTI

Modi and Mauritius PM jointly 
unveil projects
New Delhi: Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi on Thursday 
inaugurated strategic pro-
jects in Mauritius’ Agalega 
island, including a 3km air-
strip and a naval jetty. These 
were jointly inaugurated with 
Pravind Jugnauth, the PM of 
the island nation, in a significant development in the 
bilateral relations of the two nations. SHASHANK MATTOO

Mexico keen to acquire DBT 
technologies from India
New Delhi: Mexico is keen to work with India to acquire 
know-how for the transfer of direct benefit transfer 
(DBT) technologies. India has worked to export its signa-
ture digital public infrastructure (DPI) technologies to 
a range of nations in the developing world.

 SHASHANK MATTOO

PTI
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Zepto rolls out paid subscription, 
ups rivalry in quick commerce mkt
New Delhi: Quick commerce firm Zepto on Thursday formally 
announced the launch of its paid subscription service, Zepto 
Pass, which will offer greater discounts to consumers and raise 
competition in India’s growing quick commerce market. The 
subscription gives customers unlimited free delivery and up to 
20% off on grocery products. It is intended to drive customer 
adoption of quick commerce, said Devendra Meel, VP of strategy, 
and head of Zepto Pass. Zepto hopes to draw a million customers 
into the program within a month of roll-out. SUNEERA TANDON

SoftBank Group’s Paytm stake 
shrinks further to 2.83%

Bengaluru: Japan’s SoftBank Group has further reduced 
its stake in Paytm from 5.01% to 2.83%, an exchange filing 
showed on Thursday. The conglomerate, which held 17.5% 
stake in Paytm in September 2022, has trimmed its owner-
ship for more than a year through multiple open market 
deals, with its most recent cut being in January. While some 
global investors like Warren Buffett’s Berkshire Hathaway 
and China’s Alibaba Group exited the firm in 2023, others, 
including a Netherlands-based unit of Chinese fintech firm 
Ant Financial cut their stake. REUTERS

Silence Lab secures pre-Series A 
funding from Pi Ventures, others
Silence Laboratories has raised $4.1 million (₹34 crore) in a pre-
Series A funding round led by Pi Ventures. The round also saw 
participation from Kira Studio and undisclosed angel investors. 
The funding will be used to scale its technology and business 
team. It will also be used for research and development (R&D) and 
expand its presence across geographies. K. AMOGHAVARSHA

Edtech unicorn upGrad appoints 
Venkatesh Tarakkad as CFO
Bengaluru: Edtech unicorn upGrad appointed former Deal-
Share executive Venkatesh Tarakkad as the chief financial offi-
cer, the company said in a statement on Friday. In his new role, 
Tarakkad will be responsible for overseeing upGrad’s domestic 
and global financial strategies. Since upGrad’s inception in 2015, 
this is the first time the firm has appointed a CFO. PRIYAMVADA C.

BLOOMBERG

Moglix eyes India shift, 
IPO launch in two years

The firm is exploring other markets, too, but favours India over the others

Rahul Garg, founder and chief executive officer, Moglix.

Priyamvada C.

priyamvada.c@livemint.com

BeNgAluru

A
lpha Wave Global-backed 
Moglix, a business-to-busi-
ness (B2B) e-commerce uni-
corn for manufacturing goods, 
is contemplating relocating its 

domicile to India, and launching an initial 
public offering (IPO) within two years, 
founder and chief executive officer Rahul 
Garg said in an interview.

“I think we will continue to evaluate 
2026-27 as the sweet spot for going public,” 
Garg said and added that Moglix will 
become “publicly ready” within 12 months.

The development comes amid a growing 
trend among several startups with reasona-
ble scale and a clear path to profitability, 
such as Razorpay, Eruditus, and Groww, in 
favouring India as a listing destination. 

This shift is propelled by improved 
accessibility to domestic capital markets 
and ease-of-doing-business, despite signif-
icant tax implications associated with such 
transitions.

For startups, a domicile change might 
involve creating a company in India, which 
would acquire shares of the foreign entity, 
incurring capital gains taxes. Alternatively, 
some may opt to acquire a bankrupt firm in 
India and execute a reverse merger with 
the foreign entity to reduce 
the capital gains outflow.

When asked about Moglix’s 
potential tax implications in 
transitioning to India, Garg 
said there is no definitive 
information available as the 
process is still under way. 
Besides, he said, it is prema-
ture to comment on pursuing the acquisi-
tion route for the transition.

While Moglix is exploring opportunities 
in other markets as well, India appears to be 
the more favourable destination, he added. 
“India is a very attractive place to list as the 
company has the strongest brand presence 
in the country.”

According to Garg, the Indian public 
market has become substantially larger 
compared to what it was 10 years ago, and 
there is sufficient investor capital available.

Founded in 2015, Moglix offers procure-
ment, packaging, supply chain financing 
and integrated software services solutions. 
In addition to Alpha Wave, which spear-
headed its unicorn round in 2021, the com-

pany counts Tiger Global, Jungle Ventures, 
Ward Ferry, IFC, and Accel among its 
investors.

Moglix operates in India, the US, Europe, 
and the UK, serving more than 500,000 
small and medium enterprises (SMEs) and 
1,000-plus large manufacturers. With a 
network of more than 16,000 suppliers and 

40 warehouses, as well as associated logis-
tics infrastructure, the company intends to 
strengthen its presence in all current mar-
kets.

Moglix, with 95% of its total revenues 
originating from India, seeks to deepen its 
presence in international markets, besides 
exploring entry into 2–3 new areas, Garg 
said. “Over the next 2–3 years, we will be 

hovering around 10–15% of 
our revenue from interna-
tional markets.”

While Moglix has allocated 
$100 million for acquisitions, 
and completed four deals in 
the past three years, it is also 
seeking opportunities to 
expand its omnichannel distri-

bution, besides targeting areas where 
entrepreneurs have developed small pri-
vate labels but are struggling to scale up, 
Garg said. In FY23, Moglix’s operating rev-
enues grew 83% to ₹4,595 crore from a year 
earlier. However, its losses widened by 12% 
to ₹193 crore. The company expects to turn 
profitable by the first quarter of FY25.

HOME RUN

GARG has said that 
the startup will 
become “publicly 
ready” within 12 
months

MOGLIx’S plans 
come amid several 
startups favouring 
India as a listing 
destination

BETTER access to 
domestic capital and 
ease of doing 
business is getting 
startups to return

file draft papers by June-July. 
The company is seeking a val-
uation ₹4,000 crore. 

Last year, the firm was seek-
ing to raise ₹1,200–1,300 crore 
to address its burgeoning debt, 
which now stands at ₹3,000 
crore at the parent level. 

For the Shalimar Paints deal 
it invested ₹200-300 crore, far 
exceeding its planned invest-
ment of ₹100 crore , all funded 
through debt, and intensifying 
pressure on its balance sheet.

Its rising debt is linked to a 
string of acquisitions since it 

became a unicorn in 
2021. It acquired 
Strata Geosystem last 
year, and picked up 

stakes in construction equip-
ment rental service Equiphunt 
in 2021 and in Shalimar Paints 
worth ₹270 crore in 2022. 

An Infra.Market spokesper-
son was not immediately avail-
able for comment. 

Established in 2016 by Sen-
gupta and Aaditya Sharda, 
Infra.Market focuses on high-
volume construction products 
for own brands besides offer-
ing solutions to its clients for 
improving quality, price trans-
parency, and logistics infra.

Debjyoti Roy

debjyoti.roy@livemint.com

New DelhI

I
nfra.Market, a business-to-
business (B2B) construction 
material marketplace, plans 

to secure funding from new 
institutional investors by sell-
ing a stake in one of its subsidi-
aries, RDC Concrete, ahead of 
its initial public offering (IPO), 
three people in the know said.

The firm is in talks to raise 
over ₹500 crore, to incorpo-
rate fresh equity at the parent 
level, said one of the 
people. However, a 
second person said 
the company is look-
ing to secure ₹1,000 crore by 
taking its subsidiary RDC Con-
crete public.

In 2021, it had divested 10% 
in RDC at a valuation of ₹1,500 
crore. Backed by Tiger Global, 
Infra.Market seeks  ₹200 crore 
for RDC, earmarking the funds 
for providing exits to its exist-
ing investors.

The startup, operated by 
Hella Infra Market Pvt. Ltd, is 
in discussions with 7–8 mer-
chant bankers to formalize the 
listing process and is likely to 

Infra.Market eyes 
funds to pare debt 

experience, fostering excel-
lence, and adopting an engi-
neering mindset to offer a 
user-friendly experience. 
Incorporating Oracle products 
is the most impactful change 
in our multi-hybrid environ-

ment.
Will Zensar incre-
ase tech budget 
this year?

This year has seen a signifi-
cant increase due to the intro-
duction of a new platform and 
growing investment in tech-
nology. But this growth aims 
to simplify the processes and 
enhance operational effi-
ciency. We must strike a bal-

Sohini Bagchi

sohini.bagchi@livemint.com

New DelhI

C
hief Information Offi-
cers (CIOs) face chal-
lenges such as crafting 

efficient digital transforma-
tion strategies and upholding 
enterprise security, to propel 
their organizations forward. In 
an interview, Vikas Vijaywar-
giya, CIO of Zensar Technolo-
gies, shared his views on lever-
aging technology to enhance 
stakeholder and employee sat-
isfaction, drive innovation and 
optimize user experiences and 
highlighted the critical role of 
defining use cases before tech 
adoption. Edited excerpts:

Which technologies are 
you excited about 
for your organiza-
tion and sector?

The most signifi-
cant change this financial year 
was an overhaul of the enter-
prise resource planning (ERP) 
suite, adopting a software-as-
a-service (SaaS) platform and 
integrating Oracle Fusion. Our 
FY23-24 focus was on enhanc-
ing stakeholder and employee 

ance by automating mundane 
tasks and low-hanging fruits to 
a great extent. Simultaneously, 
we must ensure that techno-
logical advancements align 
with the introduction of new 
products or development 
efforts to guarantee scale, 
proper data governance, 
besides enhanced security 
measures. With the emer-
gence of Gen AI, 
it is crucial we 
invest in appro-
priate directions 
to stay on track.
What is your 
focus area and 
why?

Gen AI is a 
high priority. 
We will explore 
how we can lev-
erage its bene-
fits. It is essential 
to have defined use cases for 
any technology we adopt to 
ensure it adds value. When we 
started digital transformation, 
we consolidated stand-alone 
data sets to establish a single 
source of truth, which enabled 
us to build analytics on top of 
integrated data. 

Defining use cases is crucial 

for successful technology 
adoption.
Are you planning to expand 
your tech team, or upskill 
existing team members?

Talent building is a key for 
our organization. This year we 
are focusing on upskilling 
existing talent in cybersecu-
rity, data analytics, and Gen AI, 

and ensure pro-per infra-
structure invest-
ments.
How will you 
rank Zensar in 
terms of digital 
t r a n s f o r m a -
tion journey on 
a scale of 1–10?

I would say we 
are at 8 or 9. Our 
focus will be on 
simplification, 
e n c o u r a g i n g 
employee adop-

tion and streamlining the sys-
tems for maximum benefits. 
Our digital transformation 
journey consists of seamless 
user experience, integrating 
stand-alone application and 
systems, and establishing a 
single source of truth for ERP,  
to enable effective data gov-
ernance and security controls.

‘Defining use case key to tech adoption’

It is essential to 
have defined use 

cases for any 
technology we 

adopt to ensure it 
adds value.

Vikas Vijaywargiya
CIO, Zensar 
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S&P BSE Sensex
CLOSE

72,500.30
PREVIOUS CLOSE

72,304.88
HIGH

72,730.00

PERCENT CHANGE

0.27
OPEN

72,220.57 
LOW

72,099.32

Nifty 50
CLOSE

21,982.80
PREVIOUS CLOSE

21,951.15
HIGH

22,060.55

PERCENT CHANGE

0.14
OPEN

21,935.20 
LOW

21,860.65 

Nifty 500
CLOSE

20,090.05
PREVIOUS CLOSE

20,020.40
HIGH

20,160.05

PERCENT CHANGE

0.35
OPEN

20,009.25 
LOW

19,901.30

Nifty Next 50
CLOSE

58,991.35
PREVIOUS CLOSE

58,387.30
HIGH

59,256.30

PERCENT CHANGE

1.03
OPEN

58,390.80 
LOW

57,803.70

Nifty 100
CLOSE

22,526.30
PREVIOUS CLOSE

22,457.65
HIGH

22,609.35

PERCENT CHANGE

0.31
OPEN

22,441.95 
LOW

22,358.20 

S&P BSE Mid-cap
CLOSE

39,346.98
PREVIOUS CLOSE

39,019.19
HIGH

39,454.66

PERCENT CHANGE

0.84
OPEN

39,102.39 
LOW

38,668.50 

S&P BSE Small Cap
CLOSE

45,225.10
PREVIOUS CLOSE

44,998.14
HIGH

45,365.18

PERCENT CHANGE

0.50
OPEN

45,035.67
LOW

44,449.05

Airtel, Tata Motors, ITC, Tech 
Mahindra and Axis Bank were 
among the laggards.

“Markets traded volatile on 
the monthly expiry day but 
managed to end marginally 
higher,” said Ajit Mishra, sen-
ior vice-president, technical 
research, Religare Broking.

In the broader market, the 
BSE mid-cap gauge climbed 
0.84% and small-cap index 
went up by 0.50%. Among the 
indices, services jumped 
1.46%, power climbed 1.01%, 
commodities (0.79%), indus-
trials (0.74%), metal (0.74%) 
and capital goods (0.65%).

In Asian markets, Seoul, 
Tokyo and Hong Kong settled 
lower while Shanghai ended in 
the green.

European markets were 
trading mostly in the green. 
The US markets ended mar-
ginally lower on Wednesday.

Foreign institutional inves-
tors offloaded equities worth 
₹1,879.23 crore on Wednes-
day, according to exchange 
data, while the BSE bench-
mark fell by 790.34 points or 
1.08% to settle at 72,304.88.

PTI
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B
enchmark stock indices 
Sensex and Nifty closed 
with gains on Thursday 

in a highly volatile trade amid 
the scheduled monthly expiry 
of derivative contracts.

The 30-share BSE Sensex 
rebounded 195.42 points or 
0.27% to settle at 72,500.30. 
During the day, the bench-
mark oscillated between a 
high of 72,730.00 and a low of 
72,099.32.

The broader 50-share Nifty 
of the National Stock 
Exchange gained 31.65 points 
or 0.14% to close at 21,982.80.

“Domestic benchmark 
traded near a flat-line trend 
throughout the session, but 
some buoyancy emerged by 
the end of the day. Investors 
adopted a cautious wait and 
watch approach on the verge 
of a heavy economic data 
week,” said Vinod Nair, head 
of research at Geojit Financial 
Services.

Among Sensex shares, 
IndusInd Bank, Mahindra & 
Mahindra, HCL Tech, Power 
Grid, Maruti, State Bank of 
India, Titan, Asian Paints, Nes-
tle and UltraTech Cement 
were the major gainers.

Reliance Industries climbed 
nearly 2% intra-day before 
closing more than half-a per 
cent higher after the company 
and Walt Disney announced 
the signing of binding pacts to 
merge their media operations 
in India to create a ₹70,000 
crore behemoth.

Hindustan Unilever, Bharti 

Sensex, Nifty close 
higher amid volatility

Reliance Industries climbed 

nearly 2% intra-day. REUTERS

be a bit of a sell the news aspect 
to the Bitcoin ETF, it got 
hyped so much, but hiding 
within the hype was some-
thing very real, and that was an 

institutionalization of the mar-
ket and certainly the regulator 
kind of legitimizing the space.” 

On Wednesday, the broad 
crypto rally led to outages at 

Bloomberg
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A
 major rally in Bitcoin is 
refuelling gains in 
shares of cryptocur-

rency-linked mining and trad-
ing companies, putting the 
group back on track to add to 
last year’s big run. 

The world’s largest crypto 
based on market value is on 
track to add 48% in February 
for its best monthly perform-
ance since December 2020. 
That’s helped lift an index that 
tracks companies linked to 
digital assets up 36% in Febru-
ary, after slumping more than 
20% the month before.

The cohort is now mostly in 
positive territory after a rough 
January, when a rally ahead of 
the US Securities and 
Exchange Commission’s 
approval for exchange-traded 
funds that invest directly in 
Bitcoin weighed on crypto-
linked companies. 

Now, investors are rushing 
into Bitcoin ETFs, further 
fuelling the advance. The 
gains are a continuation of 
huge rallies across the sector 
in 2023.

“Interest in the sector is 
back,” said Will Rhind, chief 
executive officer of Granite-
share Advisors LLC. 

“There was always going to 

US cryptocurrency exchange 
Coinbase Global Inc., which 
itself has jumped more than 
56% in February for its best 
month since November after 
falling 26% last month. 

Citron Research said that 
the site malfunction makes 
going long Bitcoin and short 
Coinbase a “compelling” 
trade.

Despite the one-day glitch, 
Coinbase and other crypto-
linked stocks, including Mara-
thon Digital Holdings Inc., 
Riot Platforms Inc. and Bit 
Digital Inc., are on track to end 
February higher now, revers-
ing losses from earlier in the 
year. 

Increasing optimism about 
the upcoming halving event, 
which reduces Bitcoin’s sup-
ply and has lifted prices of the 
digital asset in past cycles, is 
also elevating the group. The 
halving is expected in late 
April. 

Bitcoin “cycles have histori-
cally rhymed and the current 
cycle dynamics look very simi-
lar to the past two 3-year cycles 
with the strongest price appre-
ciation occurring post-halv-
ing,” Compass Point LLC ana-
lyst Joe Flynn wrote in a note 
dated 27 February.  “We con-
tinue to like the set-up for 
BTC/Crypto and expect con-
siderable upside.” 

Bitcoin’s best month since 2020 revives crypto-linked stocks

Optimism over the upcoming Bitcoin halving is further fuelling 

the rally. Coinbase on track to end February higher. ISTOCKPHOTO

fied as the discussions are pri-
vate.

Spokespersons at ICICI Bank 
and HDFC Bank did not offer 
any immediate comments.

The private sector lenders 
join foreign banks and brokera-

Bloomberg
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L
arge Indian lenders are 
vying with their global 
peers for a share of the bil-

lions of dollars that are 
expected to now flow following 
the inclusion of the nation’s 
bonds in JPMorgan Chase & 
Co’s emerging markets debt 
index.

ICICI Bank Ltd and HDFC 
Bank Ltd are planning meet-
ings with investors in London, 
Singapore and Hong Kong in 
the coming months, seeking to 
woo them with a range of cur-
rency hedging products and 
custodian services, according 
to people familiar with the mat-
ter, who asked not to be identi-

ges including Morgan Stanley 
and Deutsche Bank AG in 
engaging with global investors, 
who could potentially invest 
large amounts of money in the 
South Asian nation. 

The inclusion is expected to 
attract up to $40 billion of 
inflows, which exceeds the size 
of Indian sovereign bonds cur-
rently held by foreigners.

“We are seeing early signs 
that certain types of institu-
tional investors, including sov-
ereign funds and central banks, 
might be interested in hiring 
asset management companies 
to manage their India alloca-
tion,” said R. Sivakumar, head 
of fixed income at Schroders 
Plc-backed Axis Asset Manage-
ment Co. in Mumbai.  

HDFC Bank, ICICI Bank vie for 
slice of index flows into India

HDFC Bank is planning 

meetings with investors. HT
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R
EC Ltd will tap a unique 
and uncommon struc-
ture to raise ₹5,000 

crore through a private place-
ment of bonds before the end 
of March, three sources 
directly aware of the develop-
ment said on Thursday.

The state-run financier 
plans to raise the money 
through 10-year, deep-dis-
count bonds and the issue is 
likely to see strong investor 
demand, the sources said.

“REC is in talks with the 
Central Board of Direct Taxes 
(CBDT) to provide some taxa-
tion benefit to investors and 
this will boost appetite for the 
issue, especially at a time when 
state-run companies have 

stopped issuing tax-free 
bonds,” one of the sources 
said.

The sources requested ano-
nymity as they are not autho-
rized to speak to the media. 
REC did not immediately 
reply to a Reuters email seek-
ing comment.

D e e p - d i s -
count bonds are 
issued at a dis-
count, generally 
over 20% less 
than their face 
value, and do not 
pay regular inter-
est, a feature sim-
ilar to zero-cou-
pon notes that removes rein-
vestment risks.

Bankers expect a strong 
appetite for these papers even 
though they will be issued in 
the last month of the financial 

year, when most investors 
have completed their invest-
ment targets.

“Deep discount bonds are 
an attractive investment bet 
for corporate treasuries and 
high net worth individuals as 
they do not carry reinvest-

ments and can 
even earn decent 
returns as inter-
est  rates are 
expected to fall in 
coming months,” 
s a i d  U m e s h 
K h a n d e l w a l , 
chief business 
officer at Tipsons 
Group.

Traders expect the 10-year 
bonds to be priced 6-8 basis 
points lower than other securi-
ties of REC. Shares of REC 
closed 3.68% up at 442.30 on 
BSE on Thursday.

REC to raise ₹5,000 crore

The state-run 
financier
 plans to

 raise the money 
through 10-year, 
deep-discount 

bonds 
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UK mortgage approvals hit a
15-month high in January
The number of mortgages given the green light by UK 
lenders rose to a 15-month high in January, adding to 
signs that the housing market is gathering momentum. 
Banks and building societies approved 55,227 home 
loans, up from 51,506 in December and the fourth 
straight monthly increase, according to data from the 
Bank of England. The figure was far higher than the 
52,000 forecast by economists. The figures suggest a 
recent pick-up in activity in the property market has fur-
ther to run after largely stagnating in 2023. Recent sur-
veys have suggested that buyers are being enticed back 
into the housing market by lower interest rates. Econo-
mists expect data from Nationwide Building Society on 
Friday to show house prices growing year-on-year for the 
first time in over a year. “The interest rate landscape has 
changed in the last four months,” said Tom Bill, head of 
UK residential research at Knight Frank. BLOOMBERG

Trade powerhouse Vietnam 
reports 5% fall in exports 
Vietnam’s exports unexpectedly contracted in February, 
belying hopes of a quick turnaround suggested by the 
previous month’s data. The value of overseas shipments 
shrank 5% from a year earlier, data released by Hanoi-
based General Statistics Office showed Thursday, com-
pared with the median estimate for a 1.7% increase in a 
Bloomberg survey of economists. Imports rose 1.8%, 
slower than the 7% expansion expected by analysts. 
Trade-reliant Vietnam had initially reported a 42% 
increase in goods shipments last month, kindling hopes 
of a recovery in commerce. But lingering geopolitical 
tensions have, in part, dented early gains in global trade, 
with supply chain bottlenecks threatening to choke the 
recovery in exports.  Consequently, the trade surplus nar-
rowed to $1.1 billion in February from $2.92 billion a 
month ago. Exports account for about 100% of Vietnam’s 
economy, making it one of the most trade-dependent 
nations in the world. BLOOMBERG 

Lingering geopolitical tensions have, in part, dented 

early gains in global trade in Vietnam. BLOOMBERG

the sales mix is expected to increase to 
approximately 55-58% from about 
30-35% currently.

In the near term, it helps that the 
March quarter is typically the strongest 
quarter for steelmakers. Higher 
domestic sales in Q4FY24, along with 
additional volumes from the tie up with 

Rashtriya Ispat Nigam Ltd, and a foray 
into flat steel products at the recently 
commissioned hot-strip mill would aid 
profitability. 

In its latest earnings call, JSPL said 
steel spreads could be affected by an 
additional $10–20 per tonne increase 
in coking coal costs and a 2-3% decline 

such as Naigaon and Oshiwara 
District Centre are set for 
phase-wise completion over 
FY24-26E. The P&L is expected 

to improve beginning Q4FY24 
with the delivery of the Maxx 
World project, which would 
contribute ₹750-800 crore to 

Dipti Sharma
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J
indal Steel and Power Ltd (JSPL) 
appears to be in a sweet spot with 
expected improvement in prod-
uct mix and volume growth. The 
company’s planned capital 
expenditure (capex) is likely to 

boost volumes and push costs lower, 
driving future earnings growth.

JSPL is in the midst of a ₹31,000 
crore capex plan, set to wrap up by 
FY27, with funding mainly from inter-
nal accruals. The company will utilize 
75% of the capex for capacity expansion 
at Angul (Odisha), 10% is slotted for 
ACPP-II, 5% for coal mines and 10% for 
new projects.

The capacity expansion at Angul 
plant will enhance JSPL’s crude steel 
capacity by over 65% to 15.9 million 
tonnes (mt). The planned expansion, 
which is expected to be completed by 
Q3FY26, will catapult the company to 
the fourth largest steel manufacturer in 
India, said a Motilal Oswal Financial 
Services report dated 20 February. 

As such, a better product mix will 
mean higher realization, leading to 
better margins. After the capex, share 
of high-margin flat steel products in 

in realization in Q4.
Going ahead, lower coal costs with 

further ramp-up at captive coal mines 
Gare Palma IV/6 and Utkal block C, and 
slurry pipeline which is expected to be 
commissioned in Q1FY25 and the 
anticipated reduced cost of steel will 
bolster earnings before interest, taxes, 
depreciation, and amortization 
(Ebitda) margin in FY25. 
However, the anticipated 
rise in coking coal cost 
could dent margin slightly.

Kunal Kothari, analyst at 
Centrum Broking, believes 
that the on-time comple-
tion of the expansion plans 
will result in a 17% com-
pound annual growth rate 
(CAGR) in volumes during 
FY23-26, reaching 12.4 mt  
in FY26. Over the same 
period, the Ebitda is 
expected to rise by 26% and 
profit after tax by 37% CAGR, added 
Kothari.

In Q3FY24, the steelmaker's pro-
duction fell 6% year-on-year to 1.94 mt 
and sales declined 5% to 1.81 mt. 

Meanwhile, steel demand in India is 
expected to remain robust aided by 
increased construction activity and 

focus on a number of infrastructure 
projects. The rising demand for auto-
mobiles, renewable energy, and con-
sumer goods would also support 
demand.

Moreover, JSPL has followed a pru-
dent deleveraging policy to fortify its 
balance sheet. As of December-end, 
JSPL’s net debt stood at around ₹9,100 

crore and the net debt-to-
Ebitda ratio was at a com-
fortable level of 0.9 times. 
“JSPL has one of the strong-
est balance sheets among 
the domestic ferrous manu-
facturers,” said Motilal 
Oswal’s analysts.

However, despite these 
positive developments, the 
stock has yielded merely 
15% returns over the past six 
months. The shares now 
trade at an enterprise value 
of nearly seven times esti-

mated FY25 Ebitda, which implies 
there is still some steam left, said Tus-
har Chaudhari, analyst at Prabhudas 
Lilladher.

Going forward, investors should 
closely watch the progress of JSPL's 
capacity addition plans as any delay 
here could affect its growth trajectory. 

Mix, volume boost to shape JSPL
In tandem

Jindal Steel's volume and realization both are expected to grow in the coming years

Source: Company, Motilal Oswal Financial ServicesNote: E stands for estimates
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A
fter a 35% up move in 
2023, the momentum in 
Sunteck Realty Ltd stock 

has cooled off. Shares of the 
Mumbai-based real estate deve-
loper have gained a mere 3% so 
far in 2024. Investors seem to be 
in wait-and-watch mode.

Sunteck’s March quarter 
(Q4FY24) performance will 
decide if it is able to meet FY24 
pre-sales or bookings guidance 
of ₹2,000 crore. In 9MFY24, it 
clocked ₹1,237 crore pre-sales.

The current quarter will see 
the launch of a third tower at its 
Mira Road project and new 

phase in the Naigaon project. 
Sales sustenance at its ultra-lux-
ury Bandra Kurla Complex and 
mid-income Kalyan project is 
also expected to generate hig-
her pre-sales traction in Q4. 

Recall that a sore point in 
Q3FY24 earnings were weak 
revenue recognition and unim-
pressive collections. Adjusted 
for the sale of treasury stock, 
collections at ₹160 crore slid to 
a 13-quarter low in Q3FY24, said 
Jefferies India analysts. The 
management expects collecti-
ons to improve over the next 
two-four quarters, but the 
quantum of improvement hin-
ges on demand for projects.

“The company’s key projects 

the topline,” said Motilal Oswal 
Financial Services’ analysts in a 
report dated 22 February.

In its annuity portfolio, both 
assets Sunteck Icon and Sun-
teck BKC 51 are completed, out 
of which one is leased out and 
another will be leased out in Q4.

In business development, the 
company continues to scout for 
opportunities in Mumbai Met-
ropolitan Region. It aims to 
double its gross development 
value (GDV) to ₹60,000 crore in 
the coming three years.

Adoption of the asset-light 
model has helped to keep its 
balance sheet in a comfortable 
position with lower leverage, 
amid new project additions. 

That said, the timely launch of 
its Nepean Sea Road Project 
slated in FY25, with a potential 
GDV of ₹2,500 crore would be a 
key stock trigger. Sunteck is also 
exploring opportunities in mid-
dle-income/affordable housing 
segment with global develop-
ment institution IFC. 

The affordable segment took 
a beating post pandemic as the 
purchasing power of buyers was 
hit and home loan rates soared. 
A new government-backed 
incentive scheme was expected 
to be announced to revive the 
segment, but so far, there is no 
clarity. This is a dampener given 
Sunteck's relatively higher 
exposure to this segment.

Sunteck Realty investors seem to be in wait-and-watch mode
Catching up
Sunteck Realty's pre-sales in Q3FY24 was driven by Bandra Kurla 
Complex and Kalyan projects

Source: Company, Jefferies India
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single malts, he added.
In FY24, Radico Khaitan 

derived 57% of its value from 
‘prestige and above’ segment. 
In the current fiscal, it is up by 
10%, to 67%. ‘Prestige and 
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A
merican streaming plat-
form Netflix has 
announced a new 

slate—a set of new shows and 
movies—for India, most of 
which will be rolled out this 
year, with more titles likely to 
be added. 

The latest announcements 
include primarily Hindi lan-
guage movies and shows, such 
as Maharaj to be produced by 
Yash Raj Films starring actor 
Aamir Khan’s son Junaid; 
Taapsee Pannu-starrer Phir 
Aayi Haseen Dillruba; Neeraj 
Pandey directorial Sikander Ka 
Muqaddar; IC 814: The Kanda-
har Hijack to be directed by 
Anubhav Sinha; besides 
returning seasons of shows like 
Kota Factory, Mismatched and 
Yeh Kaali Kaali Ankhein.

The idea is to progressively 
get broader in terms of the 
audience the platform caters to, 
Monika Shergill, vice-presi-
dent, content, Netflix India, 
said in an interview. Upcoming 
titles like Heeramandi: The Dia-
mond Bazaar, a period drama 
created by filmmaker Sanjay 
Leela Bhansali, and The Great 
Indian Kapil Show featuring 

titles.  Media analysts estimate 
Netflix India’s subscriber base 
to be between 8 million and 10 
million, a significant increase 
from 5 million before the price 
slashes. While that is a huge 
jump, it is a fact that for most 
OTTs, more than 60% sub-
scriptions comes from partner-
ships with telecom operators 
such as Airtel and Jio, and other 
aggregators such as Tata Play. 

Besides, experts point out 
that a majority of Netflix’s 
viewer base continues to return 
to the platform for tentpole 
international content, and local 
originals are yet to make a 
mark. “The latest strategy of 
acquiring big films post theatri-
cal release is a risky one, 
because big studios and stars 
will not make films to meet 
Netflix’s demand,” the content 
head of a studio pointed out on 
condition of anonymity. “2024 
is especially set to be a lean year 
with the likes of Shah Rukh, 
Salman and Ranbir unlikely to 
have a release.”  The OTT plat-
form premiered a host of large-
scale Bollywood and southern 
language films such as Jawan, 
Animal and Leo over the past 
few months, with entertain-
ment industry experts estimat-
ing acquisition costs to have 
touched upwards of ₹100 crore.

Netflix announces new slate for India

Netflix’s aim is to get broader in terms of audience. AP

million from backers, including 
Microsoft, Qualcomm Ven-
tures and OpenAI’s Sam Alt-
man.

The Humane AI Pin is cur-
rently available in the US for 
$699 and requires telco plans 
beginning at $24 a month. It 
will start shipping out in March 
2024 in the US. The monthly 
subscription gives users a 
phone number and unlimited 
data to power as many AI-pow-
ered queries. They've part-
nered with T-Mobile for launch 
in the US market and recently 
announced plans with South 
Korean carrier SK Telecom, for 

Gulveen Aulakh

gulveen.aulakh@livemint.com

BARcelONA

S
am Altman's OpenAI 
backed Humane AI Pin, is 
beginning early conver-

sation with Indian telcos to 
bring the device to the Indian 
market. Co-founder Imran 
Chaudhri said in an interaction 
that ever since the introduction 
of the device, the maximum 
number of inquiries have come 
from India.

"The largest market that has 
been coming in with inquiries 
has been India. It's really excit-
ing for Bethany and I were try-
ing to figure that out the right 
way to come in because it's a 
very, very passionate audience 
when it comes to embracing 
technology, it's almost within 
the biology itself," he said.

"We're starting to have early 
conversations with Indian tel-
cos at the moment. And we're 
hoping to be able to make some 
announcements in this indus-
try," he added.

Founded by former Apple 
executives Bethany Bongiorno 
and Imran Chaudhri in 2017, 
Humane raised around $200 

its first international market 
foray.

The AI Pin is a small device 
that can be clipped onto clothes 
or accessories. It can search the 
internet, draft and send emails, 
messages, and posts with verbal 
prompts, answer queries, and 
even share information about 
an object in front of the user.

It is powered by an unnamed 
Snapdragon chipset for on-de-
vice AI capabilities, paired with 
4GB RAM and 32GB inbuilt 
storage. The AI engine on the 
device is OpenAI's GPT-4. On 
connectivity, it comes with 
support for 4G (eSIM), dual-
band wi-fi 5, bluetooth 5.1, and 
GPS.

The AI Pin enables users to 
communicate with an AI chat-
bot through voice and laser ink 
technology. Chaudhari said it is 
working with partners to 
develop various use cases.

He noted that the technol-
ogy enables integration of the 
device into users' lives and will 
not end up disrupting the 
smartphone market, rather it 
will complement it.

The reporter is in Barcelona 
to cover the Mobile World Con-
gress at the invitation of Xiaomi.

Humane AI Pin in early talks with 
telcos to enter Indian market

Humane AI Pin co-founder 

Imran Chaudhri.  

comic Kapil Sharma and his 
team will complement this 
strategy of speaking to audien-
ces across the spectrum and 
ensure the service continues to 
work on shedding its niche and 
upmarket tag.

The strategy 
follows 18-60% 
price cuts rolled 
out in December 
2021. Netflix’s 
mobile-only plan, 
earlier priced at 
₹199 per month, 
has since cost 
₹149. The basic 
plan that allows access to all 
content on one device is priced 
at ₹199 versus ₹499 earlier.

“2023 has been our most 
successful year till date in terms 

of growth of engagement, and 
our subscriber base is acceler-
ating year-on-year,” Shergill 
said. “We are on a very strong 
growth trajectory and contin-
ued momentum, which is dif-

ferent from what 
is happening with 
other services in 
the streaming 
world.”

Netflix’s Indian 
content is getting 
popular globally, 
too. Last year, in 
4 9  o u t  o f  5 2 
weeks, Indian 

titles Mission Majnu, Kathal 
and The Railway Men trended 
for several weeks individually 
on Netflix’s top 10 global 
weekly lists of non-English 

  Media analysts 
estimate 

Netflix India’s 
subscriber base 
to be between 
8 million and 

10 million
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T
he structural changes 
taking place in the gam-
ing industry are likely to 

have a significant impact on the 
advertising world by the end of 
FY24. Ad spends in India are 
expected to grow at a slower 
pace of 6%, down from 12% the 
previous year, by the close of 
the year touching $16-17 billion.

A decline in consumer 
spending over the past five to 
six quarters has reduced pri-
vate equity and venture capital 
funding for various sectors. 
There has also been the drastic 
impact of the implementation 
of 28% GST on online gaming, 
according to a new report from 
RedSeer.

However, the report ‘Break-
ing barriers: Rise of challenger 
platforms in the digital adver-
tising landscape’ also identifies 
some positive trends. The 
e-commerce sector is the only 
one expected to see a signifi-
cant increase in advertisement 
expenditure (adex), estimated 
at 15% in FY24. The other sec-
tors that spent on adex were 
consumer durables, and travel 
and hospitality. Others like 
gaming dropped considerably, 
so did education as a category. 
Additionally, advertisers are 
expected to increasingly turn to 
alternative platforms like retail 
media and content platforms 
for their high conversion 
potential and wider reach. 
E-commerce, travel and hospi-
tality, and consumer durables 
will increase adex because they 
will attempt to retain custom-
ers through advertisements.

The report predicts a 
rebound in consumption only 
by 2029, leading to a projected 
advertising spend growth of 
9-10% CAGR over this four-five 
year period. Digital advertising 
is expected to outperform the 
overall market, growing at 
11-12% and capturing a larger 
share of the advertising pie.

Real money 
gaming cuts 
back on ads, 
says report

us,” said Anil Salvi, managing director and 
group head, human resource and adminis-
tration, JM Financial. 

“We feel the gap between the domestic 
versus international postings is getting nar-
rower and students are clearer and realistic 
on their career expectations and aspira-
tions.”

The homegrown investment bank hired 
management analysts from the IIMs at 
Ahmedabad, Lucknow and Udaipur.

“The Indian economy has charted its 
growth path and is showing resilience so 
much so that the impact of global macro 
indicators is balanced with the domestic 
drivers,” Salvi said. 

According to a placement team member 
at IIM-Udaipur, the banking, financial ser-
vices and insurance sector was surprisingly 
upbeat on hiring. “While consulting firms 
had taken the hit, the BFSI sector and 
investment banks that had profiles based 
out of India recruited with higher joining 
and retention bonuses,” this person said.

sneha.shah@livemint.com

Domestic postings 
trump global at IIMs

Rise in domestic postings for recruits signals revival in Indian deal scene

IIMs have seen consulting firms, consumer goods companies, banks and large 

conglomerates recruit management graduates in good numbers. MINT

O
n my college campus again after several years, I’m con-
sumed—as you can imagine—with nostalgia. Memories 
at this corner, that hostel looks so different, where did 

the warden’s home go, and ice-cream for lunch, really?
Some things are the same, others have changed. When I was 

a student here back in the Neolithic era, there were 12 hostels. 
Now there are at least two or three more. 

That, and some consolidation and addition of new wings, 
means not just more than 12 hostels now, but room for plenty 
more students than in my time.

How many students, I wondered idly one morning. Probably 
3,000. That’s an estimate, but I can conceive of ways to divine the 
actual number and, I’m sure, so can you. There is a definite count 
of students, and we can do that count.

Nostalgia apart, that also got me thinking—I have time on my 
hands, okay—of other numbers, perhaps a little more difficult to 
divine.

For example, and staying with the college: how many trees on 
this campus? I could wander the whole 300+ acres counting, but 
what’s a shrub, what’s a bush, what’s a plant, what’s a tree? 

Deciding those questions is what makes this a tougher enu-
meration.

Or try this: how many leaves? Ah, now that’s still tougher, in an 
entirely different way. There’s far too many to count on even one 
tree, let alone a whole campus full of them. 

And yet, think of this: as I write this, there is a number that 
answers that question. It may be 5,214,786, it may be something 
else, and I will never know it for sure. But there absolutely is such 
a number.

You may be wondering, in turn, whether this campus visit has 
touched me in the head a little. Bear with me, I’m going some-
where with this.

Most mornings, I have a hot cup of coffee first thing. 
It wakes me up. I usually whisk the coffee before adding milk, 

to give it some additional foam. And once in a while, on a slow 
morning, I look down at the foam and wonder: how many bub-
bles?

Yes, on very slow mornings.
Still, think of it. There are bubbles in that foam. There are a lot 

of bubbles, both large and small. Like with the leaves, in fact, 
there are far too many to actually count. 

And yet, there is an actual number that counts the bubbles in 
there. The foam is contained in the cup, and each bubble is of a 
finite size. 

Thus it stands to reason that there is a finite number of them. 
Meaning, I could count them if I were so inclined.

Instead, I drink the coffee. The thousands of bubbles included.
What am I getting at here? These may seem to you like point-

less musings, and they probably are.
 But they intrigue me nevertheless. If not by actually counting, 

is there a way to estimate the number of bubbles in that cup? Cer-
tainly! I could make a quick guess at the size of an individual bub-
ble, and then calculate how many would fit in the cup, in a layer 
that’s one bubble thick.

It wouldn’t be correct, of course. The bubbles are not all the 
same size. 

They are probably more layers of them than just one. Still, it’s 
a reasonable estimate. I’ll take it.

There are other, and even more unknowable numbers around 
us. How many times have you blinked in your life? We could esti-
mate that, given that on average we blink about once every four 
seconds. That’s 15 times a minute, 900 times an hour, 21,600 
times a day, and nearly 8 million times a year.

 So if you’re 35 years old, say, you’ve blinked nearly 300 million 
times.

But wait, surely that’s an overestimate. For we humans sleep 
too, with no blinking happening then. Typically we sleep for 
about eight hours, or about a third of the day. So we need to 
reduce that 300 million count by a third, to 200 million. There 
you are, a reasonable first-pass attempt at divining this fairly use-
less piece of numerical information. We can make an estimate 
because we know it is a finite number and we know the average 
human’s blink frequency.

But here’s a different number that seems finite to me, in that 
its magnitude is bounded in the same way as trees on this campus. 
How many grains of sand on our planet Earth? Right at this 
instant, there is some gargantuan number that answers that ques-

tion, though I have no idea what it is, 
nor how to get its value, nor even how 
to estimate it.

I could just start counting, of course, 
next time I’m on a beach. It would take 
a serious length of time to count the 
grains in just a simple handful of sand. 
So you can imagine how long it would 
take to count the grains on an entire 
beach, and then on all the beaches in 

the world. 
Yet if this was possible to do, you know there’s a number at the 

end. The Earth holds exactly that many grains of sand right now. 
So it’s a finite number. Unimaginably difficult to arrive at, but 
finite.Yet in that finitude, I want to suggest, is a hint of infinity. 
Because consider that the act of counting grains of sand will take 
a very long time, and in that time, even more grains will be 
formed and we’ll have to count those and while counting them, 
still more will appear ... on and on without end.

In fact, counting this gigantic but apparently finite number is 
a process that will never end. And that endlessness is why it 
makes sense to think that when it comes to grains of sand, there’s 
an infinity of them.

You could apply much the same reasoning to other apparently 
finite numbers: the stars in the sky, or the cells your body has ever 
produced, or the length of the coast between Mumbai and Goa. 
For one reason or another, it can make a lot of sense to think of 
those as infinite.

The thing is, it was on this college campus that I first started 
wondering how to grasp, to understand, the idea of infinity. Ah, 
the nostalgia! But no, I’m not about to count 5,214,786 leaves 
here.

Once a computer scientist, Dilip D’Souza now lives in Mumbai 
and writes for his dinners. His Twitter handle is @DeathEndsFun.

It would take a 
serious length of 
time to count 
the grains in just 
a simple handful 
of sand

THE FINITE THAT HINTS AT THE INFINITE

Sneha Shah & Devina Sengupta 
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F
or a sure sign that domestic deal-
making is picking up in India, as is 
the economy, turn to the recruit-
ment scene at the country’s pre-
mier management schools. Invest-

ment banks and private equity firms are 
handing out more domestic postings than 
international gigs to graduating students of 
the Indian Institutes of Management, in a 
sign that the persistent funding winter per-
haps is finally thawing.

Large domestic as well as global firms 
including DE Shaw, Goldman Sachs and 
Premji Invest are hiring graduates for func-
tions across wealth management, institu-
tional equities, asset management and 
investment banking profiles. But given list-
less global markets, few of these have been 
for international roles, show campus place-
ments reports at the IIMs.

Domestic postings were instead made 
more attractive with higher-than-usual 
joining and retention bonuses. The roles 
were mainly in investment and market 
research, corporate, wholesale and retail 
banking, trading, and operations functions.

While graduating students who might 
have been hoping for international roles 
would likely be disappointed, 
there’s a potential silver lining 
for homegrown companies in 
this shift in hiring patterns.

Investors and bankers 
expect the fundraising cycle 
to pick up again in 2024 after 
a funding winter that has pro-
longed for about two years, 
especially for early- and growth-
stage companies.“Our investment 
banking business is growth-focused and we 
see a lot of tailwinds. We want to be ready 
for the structural long-term India growth 
story,” said Anirban Banerjee, chief human 
resources officer at Avendus Group. The 
financial services firm recruited 15 associ-
ates from the batch of 2024 at the IIMs.

India’s retained its crown as the world’s 
fastest-growing major economy, growing 
at 8.4% in the December quarter and show-
ing signs of expanding at 7.6% in FY24, as 
per the statistics ministry’s latest data.

Bucking initial fears of a poor placement 
season, the IIMs have seen consulting 

firms, consumer goods companies, 
banks and large conglomerates 

recruit management gradu-
ates in good numbers, but 
with a marked preference for 
students with work experi-
ence.  While the established 

older IIMs have almost com-
pleted their placements, the 

newer ones are in their last leg. 
Recruiters said the graduating stu-

dents, cognizant of the global market con-
ditions, as they should be, were keen on 
accepting domestic roles rather than han-
ker for international postings.

“The students from IIMs were more wel-
coming to the domestic firms including JM 
Financial and it was quite encouraging for 

8.4%
Indian economy 

growth in the 

December quarter 
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above’ is a classification used 
by spirits manufacturers to 
categorize products based on 
the selling price. This segment 
typically includes products 
priced above ₹1,000. 

fact,” he said. 
Today, the Rampur brand 

boasts seven ‘expressions’ or 
variants, following the expan-
sion of both distillation and 
maturation capacity from the 
initial 2.6 lakh kiloliter per day 
(klpd) plant. It had set up 
another 5 klpd plant at the 
same location in 2018-19. 
Notably, its signature reserve 
variant commands an 
impressive ₹5 lakh in duty-free 
shops. 

In FY25, the company aims 
to produce 2.5-3 times the 
cases produced in FY24 at its 
new facility in Sitapur. This 
facility has additional matura-
tion capacities to support the 
anticipated volumes growth of 
Rampur in the coming years.

whisky, which gained in popu-
larity. Over time, it diversified 
its product range and distribu-
tion network. However, the 

wafer-thin margins 
for regular spirits, 
prompted the 
company to shift 
towards premium 
products in 2016, 
and subsequently, 
it launched the 
Rampur single 
malt, Khaitan said. 

“Indians are now 
proud drinkers of 
Indian single 
malts, which was 
never the case ear-

lier. Foreign companies are 
also launching single malts, 
which is a testament to this 

In the nine months ended 
December 2023, the company 
reported a gross profit of 
₹11,984 crore, up 28% from 
₹9368 crore a year 
ago. During this 
period, it sold 8.34 
million cases of its 
prestige segment, 
which accounted 
for 44% of overall 
volumes, growing 
22% over  a year 
earlier. Revenue 
from the prestige 
category stood at 
₹2,134 crore, up 
nearly 16% from 
the corresponding 
period of FY23.

The company’s journey 
started in 1998 with 8PM 

years, and has expanded its 
premium product portfolio. 
Earlier this month, it intro-
duced a new single malt vari-
ant, ‘Spirit of Victory 1999 
Pure Malt Whisky,’ priced at 
around ₹5,000. Initially avail-
able in Uttar Pradesh, it will 
soon be introduced in other 
states.

“Now, our entire focus is on 
the premium and above seg-
ment, and we are one of the 
few brands to have created so 
many brands organically. This 
range is growing very well 
despite the regular range wit-
nessing a decline,” said Khai-
tan. The company is confident 
of catering to the premium 
segment, buoyed by its posi-
tion as the largest exporter of 

Varuni Khosla

varuni.k@livemint.com
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R
adico Khaitan, the mak-
ers of Rampur single 
malt, is witnessing sig-

nificant growth, driven by a 
strategic shift towards pre-
mium and luxury segments. 
The focus on high-margin 
products has resulted in a 
nearly six-fold increase in 
shareholder value, from 
₹4,500 crore to ₹24,000 
crore, managing director, 
Abhishek Khaitan told Mint in 
an exclusive interaction. 

To cater to this significant 
demand for Indian single 
malts, the company has tripled 
its plant capacity over the 

Premium push: Radico Khaitan sees 6x rise in shareholder value in 5 yrs
Soaring high
Revenue from the 'prestige and above' segment stood at ₹2,134 crore 
in the nine months ended December 2023.

Source: CIABC, Company filings

*’Prestige and above' is a premium alcohol category, 
with products typically priced above �1,000

Share (%) of ‘prestige and above’ segment in Radico 
Khaitan’s Indian-made foreign liquor sales

Volume

Sale of single malt in India 
(in million cases)

FY19 FY23 9M FY24

FY20

FY21

FY22

FY23

Value

28.3 32.9
37.5

59.8

44.4

67.0 0.22

0.34

0.58

0.68

BUILDING 
FOR FUTURE

TO CATER to the 
Indian single malts 
demand, the firm 
has tripled its plant 
capacity

IN FY25, the firm 
aims to produce 
2.5-3 times the cases 
produced in FY24 at 
its new Sitapur unit
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(4.6%), the US (2.1%), Japan 
(0.9%), France (1%), the UK 
(0.6%) and Germany (-0.5%) in 
the FY24.

Manufacturing, which 
accounts for about 17% of the 
economy, expanded 11.6% year-
on-year in Q3, but that came on 
the back of a negative 4.8% 
growth clocked in Q3 of FY23.

Agriculture sector growth 
receded 0.8% in the December 
quarter of this fiscal, down 
from 5.2% in the same quarter 
of the previous year due to une-
ven monsoon in parts of the 
country. “Agricultural GVA 
growth will impact rural con-
sumption demand, which is 
already reflected in overall 
consumption growth of 3% in 
FY24. A longer period of low 
agriculture growth may trans-
late to weaker consumption 
demand in the economy,” said 
Devendra Kumar Pant, chief 
economist at India Ratings, 
adding that revival in rural con-
sumption will be critical going 
forward.

Gross fixed capital formation 
picked up pace at 32.4% on an 
annual basis in the December 
quarter. But it slowed margin-
ally from 34.3% reported in the 
previous quarter.

scheme to fuel substantial 
household savings and reduce 
the strain on electricity grids.

The interim budget had said 
the scheme’s beneficiaries 
would be able to save ₹ 
15,000-18,000 per year on 
their electricity bills. The 
scheme will be implemented 
through special purpose vehi-
cles established by central pub-
lic sector enterprises desig-
nated for each state. State-run 

Sebi moves to curb inflows 
into small-, mid-cap funds 

Regulator asks money managers to consider restricting one-off investments from clients

sionally earlier.
Separately, data released by 

the commerce ministry 
showed that the output of eight 
core infrastructure sectors 
expanded by 3.6% in January, 
the slowest monthly pace in 15 
months. Six of the eight core 
industries reported a rise in 
production. Output in refinery 
products and fertilisers con-
tracted. 

Coal supported the core 
industries’ output with a dou-
ble-digit increase in produc-
tion, while crude oil production 

of negative net exports. Exports 
are expected to grow at 1.5% in 
rupee terms this fiscal from the 
year-ago period, while imports 
are expected to grow at 10.9% 
annually, the second advance 
estimate showed. In January, 
the forecast was of a 1.39% 
export growth and a 13.1% 
import growth.

Strong growth in mining, 
manufacturing, construction 
and services sector are contrib-
uting the overall economic 
growth in the current year. 
Manufacturing output is pro-
jected to grow at a robust 8.5% 
this fiscal, although it comes on 
a low base, with FY23 manufac-
turing output projected to have 
contracted by over 2%, as per 
the first revised estimates for 
that year released on Thursday. 
Farm output is expected to 
grow only at 0.7% this fiscal on 
account of erratic monsoons, 
sharply lower than the 1.8% 
growth projected in January. 
However, agriculture produc-
tion in the last fiscal has been 
revised to 4.7% on Thursday, 
up from 4% reported provi-

FROM PAGE 1 expanded during the month 
after contracting in December.

The 7.6% economic growth 
estimated for the current fiscal 
comes on top of a slight down-
ward revision in the growth 
rate for FY23 to 7% in the first 
revised estimates for that year, 
down from the 7.2% previously 
projected in the provisional 
estimates. The statistics minis-
try also reported an 8.4% GDP 
growth in the December quar-
ter of this fiscal, against a 4.3% 
growth in the same period a 
year ago. 

Experts highlighted the gap 
between 6.5% growth in gross 
value addition (GVA) and the 
8.4% GDP growth in the third 
quarter as a result of a surge in 
the growth of net indirect taxes 
to a six-quarter high of 32% in 
the quarter, which they said 
may not be sustainable. India 
Ratings and Research said in an 
analysis that the 8.4% Decem-
ber quarter growth comes in 
the context of a downward revi-
sion of the growth in the previ-
ous comparable period to 4.3% 
from 4.5%.

Chief economic advisor V. 
Anantha Nageswaran said that 

after the festival season, there 
may be a slight lull in spending, 
but if one looks at the overall 
third quarter spending, some 
sectors of the consumption 
space are doing still quite well. 
For example, domestic passen-
ger traffic. 

“As a share of GDP, when 
other sectors begin to thrive, 
there is a better balancing of 
economic growth. It is not pos-
sible to expect that all sectors 
will be firing on all cylinders in 
which case the economy must 
be overheating. It is good to see 
that different sectors of the 
economy come into their own 
at different points in time. The 
big picture is that post-covid 
recovery is running at 7% or 
more for the three years includ-
ing this year and is likely to con-
tinue next year.”

Given that private consump-
tion and government consump-
tion growth are somewhat 
weak, growth in India is being 
driven almost entirely by 
domestic growth. There also, 
mostly, it is government and 
public sector investment 
growth, explained EY chief pol-
icy advisor D.K. Srivastava.

India’s growth in FY24 likely at 7.6%

Chief economic advisor 

V. Anantha Nageswaran. REUTERS

Sneha Shah
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G
lobal private equity 
firm Advent Interna-
tional has merged two 

of its pharmaceutical portfolio 
firms, Cohance Lifesciences 
Ltd. and Suven Pharmaceuti-
cals Ltd, according to a joint 
announcement. The merged 
entity will have three distinct 
business units—Pharma 
CDMO, Spec Chem CDMO, 
and API+ (inclusive of formula-
tions), the release said.

For every 11 shares of Suven, 
295 shares of Cohance will be 
allotted, as per the terms of the 
merger. “The new shares of 
Suven so issued will be traded 
on the NSE and BSE. Advent 
entities shall own around 66.7% 
stake and the public sharehold-
ers will hold around 33% stake 
in the merged entity. This ratio 
is pre-ESOP dilution,” the firms 
clarified in the release.

The overall transaction is 
expected to conclude over the 

next 12-15 months subject to 
receipt of relevant shareholder 
and regulatory approvals.

The merger further 
strengthens Suven’s position 
with niche capabilities and 
scale benefits, the release said.

“The merger shall establish 
Suven’s position as a diversified 
CDMO and API leader in India, 
transcending our current reve-
nue base. The merged entity is 
expected to be amongst the 
leading integrated CDMO play-
ers in India. With an expanded 
capacity to ~2,650 kL and a sig-
nificantly broadened customer 
base, scale and synergy benefits 
are substantial,” the statement 
said.

CDMO is short for contract 
development and manufactur-
ing organization, and API 
stands for active pharmaceuti-
cal ingredient.

Cohance is a leading CDMO 
and merchant API platform 
having developed low-mid vol-
ume molecules as well as capa-
bilities in the form of its anti-
body drug conjugates platform.

Advent merges 
Cohance, Suven

remain unchanged.
DAP-based fertilizers will be 

available for ₹ 1,350 per bag, 
while muriate of phosphate 
(MOP) fertilizers will be availa-
ble for ₹ 1,670 a bag, and NPK 
(nitrogen, phosphorus and 
potassium) for ₹ 1,470 per bag. 
For the 2023-24 kharif season, 
a subsidy of ₹ 38,000 crore 
was announced. The FY25 
budget allocated ₹1.64 trillion 
for fertilizer subsidy, lower 
than the revised estimate of 
₹1.88 trillion allotted for FY24.

Though India is moving 
toward gaining self-suffi-
ciency in urea, it still depends 
on imports to meet demand 
for rock phosphate, the key 
raw material for DAP and NPK 
fertilizers. 

India is dependent on 
imports for muriate of potash 
and imports nearly 5 million 
tonnes of phosphate rock, 2.5 
million tonnes of phosphoric 
acid and 3 million tonnes of 
DAP annually.

shouvik.das@livemint.com

potassic (P&K) fertilizers, add-
ing three new grades to aid 
farmers and enhance the pro-
ductivity of oilseeds and 
pulses. It also approved the 
fertilizer department’s pro-
posal to set nutrient-based 
subsidy (NBS) rates for the 
2024-25 kharif sowing season, 
which runs from April to Sep-
tember. The subsidy on di-am-
monium phosphate (DAP) will 
continue at ₹4,500 per tonne.

“Despite rising prices of fer-
tilizers in the global market, 
we have decided to keep the 
prices the same as the last sea-
son,” minister Anurag Thakur 
said. Per-kilogram subsidies 
for nitrogen (N), phosphatic (P) 
potassic (K) and Sulphur (S) 
fertilizers have been set at 
₹47.02, ₹28.72, ₹2.38, and 
₹1.89 respectively. The sub-
sidy on phosphatic fertilisers 
has been increased to ₹28.72 
per kg from ₹20.82 per kg in 
the 2023 rabi season; however, 
the subsidy on nitrogen (N), 
potassic (K) and Sulphur (S) 

REC Ltd will be the implement-
ing agency for the scheme.

The government will also 
develop a ‘model solar village’ 
in each district of the country 
to encourage adoption of roof-
top solar power in rural areas, 
Union minister for informa-
tion and broadcasting Anurag 
Thakur said.

In another key decision, the 
cabinet approved royalty rates 
for 12 critical and strategic 
minerals—beryllium, cad-
mium, cobalt, gallium, indium, 
rhenium, selenium, tantalum, 
tellurium, titanium, tungsten 
and vanadium—paving the 
way for auctioning blocks of 
these minerals. These miner-
als are key components for 
semiconductors, batteries and 
solar module manufacturing, 
playing an important role in 
India’s net zero target of 2070 
and the ambitious plan to 
become a manufacturing hub.

The government also 
approved a subsidy of ₹24,420 
crore for phosphatic and 

across chip design, fabs and 
ATMP facilities. These will 
then lead to a build-up of value 
addition in electronics manu-
facturing across India,” Vaish-
naw said.

Chandrasekhar said India 
now consumes $110 billion in 
semiconductors, making it the 
third largest consumer after 
China and North America. 

Separately, the cabinet 
approved ₹75,021 crore subsi-
dies for rooftop solar equip-
ment for 10 million homes 
under PM Surya Ghar Muft 
Bijli Yojana, first proposed in 
the interim budget on 1 Febru-
ary. Equipment up to 1 kilowatt 
(kW) will get a ₹ 30,000 sub-
sidy, while for 2 kW and 3 kW 
systems, they will be ₹ 60,000 
and ₹78,000, respectively. 
Households covered by the 
scheme will get free power up 
to 300 units a month, as well as 
access to collateral-free, low-
interest loans for installing 
solar power equipment. The 
government expects the 

welcomed to India after 
Micron’s factory construction 
began,” Vaishnaw added.

The Cabinet did not take up 
Tower Semiconductor’s appli-
cation for an $11 billion fab, 
minister of state for IT Rajeev 
Chandrasekhar said. “Tower’s 
application spans a prolonged 
period and is a complex fab 
proposal, and is likely to be 
taken to the Cabinet in the 
coming months,” Chandrase-
khar said. He said the gover-
ment has so far received $26 
billion worth of semiconduc-
tor applications, including the 
Tower proposal.

Vaishnaw added that the 
Centre has offered electronics 
design automation (EDA) tools 
to 104 Indian universities, 
licensed from Cadence 
Design, Synopsys and Sie-
mens. “These very expensive 
tools are helping us create a 
talent pool of 300,000 engi-
neers, who will then work 
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Cabinet okays chip projects, rooftop solar outlay, fert subsidy

The cabinet approved ₹75,021 

crore subsidies for rooftop 

solar equipment. BLOOMBERG

cates extraordinary GDP 
growth may not hold up in the 
coming quarters. “The Octo-
ber-December data on India’s 
growth threw up a divergent 
trend, with the GVA growth 
moderating broadly on 
expected lines and the GDP 
expanding higher than antici-
pated,” said Aditi Nayar, chief 
economist, ICRA. “This wide 
gap followed from a surge in 
the growth of net taxes to a six-
quarter high of 32% in this 
quarter, which is unlikely to be 
sustainable,” Nayar added.

The high GDP growth num-
ber has also meant a revision in 
the estimate for GDP growth in 
FY24 by the National Statistical 
Office (NSO), from 7.3% in the 
first advance forecast to 7.6% in 
the second revised estimate. 
The RBI’s estimate for FY24 is 
7%, while the IMF’s forecast is 
lower than both the RBI and 
NSO estimates, at 6.7%.

“What is comforting to note 
is the fact that the robust 
expansion came despite the 
recurring spate of geopolitical 
flashpoints and was premised 
on a healthy double-digit 
expansion in manufacturing 
and investment,” said CII 
director general Chandrajit 
Banerjee, while remaining 
confident that the Indian econ-
omy will “continue to grow at 
7%+ growth rate over the 
medium term”.

India’s robust growth figures 
come at a time when major 
global economies are facing 
slowing growth and steep 
interest rates. The Interna-
tional Monetary Fund (IMF) 
has predicted that the Indian 
economy will outperform 
major economies like China 
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GDP beats forecasts 
with 8.4% Q3 surge

Manufacturing expanded 

11.6% year-on-year in Q3. AFP

Sebi’s communication shows heightened concern over any potential ripple effects if 

investors suddenly start to yank money from small- and mid-cap mutual funds. MINT
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T
he Adani group said cash 
balances have improved 
and it sees no refinanc-

ing risks in the near term as the 
conglomerate took more steps 
to shore up its finances follow-
ing a withering short seller 
attack last year.

The group’s Ebitda (earn-
ings before interest, tax, 
depreciation and amortiza-
tion) rose more than 60% to 
₹19,475 crore in the third 
quarter ended 31 December 
with a bulk of that coming 
from the transport, infrastruc-
ture and energy units of the 
conglomerate.

The port-to-power con-
glomerate said there were “no 
material refinancing risk and 
near-term liquidity require-
ment,” adding “near term debt 
maturities have been fully 
funded.”

The latest numbers, posted 
in a statement on Thursday, 
cement the trajectory 
reported in the preceding 
quarter. Led by billionaire 
Gautam Adani, the group had 
seen its net debt drop by 3.5% 
to $21.72 billion in the six 
months through September 
alongside a fresh equity raise 
of close to $5 billion.

Cash balances have 
improved. The pile can fund 
long term debt repayments for 
more than 15 months with 
portfolio level cash balances at 
$5.36 billion as on 31 Decem-
ber, it said.

The conglomerate has often 
criticized in the recent years 
for its debt-fuelled growth 
frenzy.

Adani says it 
sees no risks 
in refinance 
in near term

Reuters
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T
he market regulator has 
asked money managers to 
consider restricting one-off 
investments from clients in 
small- and mid-cap stock 

mutual funds and cut commissions 
offered for their sale, two sources with 
direct knowledge of the matter said.

The Securities and Exchange Board 
of India (Sebi) communicated this to 
the money managers in a meeting ear-
lier this month, the sources, who 
included a regulatory official, said. 

The regulator did not specify the 
quantum of flows it wants restricted, 
they said.

Sebi’s communication shows height-
ened regulatory concern on the sur-
ging inflows into Indian small- and 
mid-cap mutual funds and any poten-
tial ripple effects on the financial sys-
tem if investors suddenly started to 
yank their money from them.

In India, small-cap stocks are defined 
as those with market capitalization of 
less than ₹5,000 crore ($603.05 
million) while mid-cap 
stocks are those with mar-
ket values of between 
₹5,000 billion and 
₹20,000 crore. Small- 
and mid-cap stocks are 
generally less liquid com-
pared to their large-cap 
peers.

Assets managed by small-cap 
funds in India vaulted 86.5% over a 
10-month period to ₹2.48 trillion 
($29.92 billion) as of end-January and 
mid-cap funds jumped 58.5% to ₹2.9 
trillion. Their assets were not much 

lower than the ₹2.99 trillion managed 
by large cap funds.

The Nifty small-cap 100 index has 
surged 74% over the past 52 weeks and 
the Nifty mid-cap 100 index is up 

60.86%, as of Wednesday’s 
close. Those gains far exceed 

the benchmark Nifty’s 
26.21% rise over the same 
period.

“A nudge to institu-
tional investors such as 

mutual funds will help 
soothe extraordinary exu-

berance building up particu-
larly in small and mid-cap stocks,” 

the regulatory official said.
Sebi did not respond to an emailed 

request for comment.
The market regulator’s communica-

tion to money managers about one-off 

₹2.48 tn
Assets managed by 

small-cap funds in 

India as of end-Jan

investments is not an official order. The 
industry has in the past almost always 
complied with messages from Sebi.

India’s mutual fund assets have 
grown significantly over the years as 
investors have bought system-
atic investment plans that 
make regular contribu-
tions towards their port-
folios. But domestic 
investors are also 
increasingly pumping in 
one-off, or lumpsum, 
funds to take advantage of 
the soaring stock market.

Both the regulator and the 
asset management industry have made 
moves recently to tamp down the rapid 
asset growth.

Earlier this week, Reuters reported 
that Sebi wants small- and mid-cap 

funds to make additional risk disclo-
sure to their investors. And the Associa-
tion of Mutual Funds in India (Amfi), an 
industry lobby body, asked fund houses 
in a letter to protect investors “includ-
ing but not limited to moderating 
inflows”.

In another letter sent on Wednesday, 
Amfi asked funds to disclose to inves-
tors results of internal stress tests and 
details such as the time needed to liqui-
date 25% or 50% of the portfolio, a third 
source, who has reviewed the letter, 
said. These disclosures will need to be 
made by the 15th of each month, it said.

Amfi did not respond to a request for 
comment.

The market regulator is also encour-
aging moderating of fund inflows by 
other means, said the first two sources.

Some asset managers have reduced 
distributor commissions on small- and 
mid-cap funds by half, said the second 
source. “Sebi is encouraging other fund 
houses to slash on similar lines.”

Sebi now also wants fund houses to 
have a plan in place for imposing addi-
tional costs on exiting investors in case 
of large outflows, the sources said.

“To control the cascading 
impact of large outflows the 

regulator wants asset 
managers to explore 
either imposing a tem-
porary exit load on 
investors or impose 

swing pricing,” said the 
second source.
An exit load is a fee 

imposed at the time of exiting a 
fund. Swing pricing allows fund man-
agers to artificially adjust a scheme’s 
value downwards to prevent a cascad-
ing of outflows and is prevalent in mar-
kets such as the US.

$2.9 tn
Assets managed by 

mid-cap funds in 

India as of end-Jan
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A weekly list of C-Suiters who have moved up 
the corporate ladder either within or outside 
their companies.
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Source: Accord India, executive search worldwide

Appointed as Vice President and 

Head - Corporate 

Communications & Public 

relations at Axis Mutual Fund

Appointed as CEO India at The 

World Gold Council

Appointed as Head - Group 

Corporate Communication at 

Kotak Mahindra Bank

Appointed as Head of Human 

Resources at Siemens Smart 

Infrastructure

Appointed as Senior Director -Head 

of HR and Talent Management at 

SolarEdge Technologies

Appointed as MD & CEO at 

Brickwork Ratings

Appointed as Senior General 

Manager & Head of 

Communications & Public 

Affairs - India, West Asia & Africa 

at RHI Magnesita

Appointed as Director Marketing 

at Bacardi India

Appointed as VP Corporate 

Communications at Star Health and 

Allied Insurance

Appointed as Joint President 

Corporate Finance at Aditya 

Birla Group

Appointed as VP Corporate 

Communications at Salesforce

Apeksha 
Jain

Alok 
Kedia

Ashim 
Gupta

Mudita 
Chaturvedi Tirkar

Ratika G

Sachin 
Jain

Mahesh 
Kanchan

Diana 
Monteiro

Manu 
Sahni

Prasanna 
Kotian

Appointed as Chief Financial 

Officer at Bandhan Bank
Rajeev 
Mantri

Ritika 
Chandhok

Appointed as Chief Experience 

Officer: VP & Head of Marketing 

at Sephora

Appointed as Head of Creative 

Strategy, Branded Content, 

Innovations, and Trade Marketing 

at The Times Group

Samyukta 
Ganesh Iyer

Sagnik 
Ghosh

Appointed as Chairman at Indian 

Overseas Bank
Sridhar 
Srinivasan

Appointed as Vice President & Head- 

Marketing & Communications at 

Finolex Industries

Sumit 
Bhatia

Appointed as Chief Financial Officer 

at Avanse Financial Services
Vikrant 
Gandhi
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Local value addition may see 
rise in electronics mfg: Dixon

Founder and executive chairman says industry is seeking PLI scheme for parts manufacture

Sunil Vachani, founder and executive chairman, Dixon Technologies. MINT

Bloomberg

feedback@livemint.com

T
he US Securities and 
Exchange Commission 
is investigating whether 

OpenAI investors were misled 
as the startup went through a 
ferocious debate over leader-
ship last year, the Wall Street 

Journal reported, citing peo-
ple familiar with the probe.

The US regulator is studying 
internal communications by 
chief executive officer Sam 
Altman in relation to his ouster 
from the post in November, 
the report said. The SEC sent a 
subpoena to the company in 
December and asked senior 
OpenAI officials to preserve 
internal documents, accord-
ing to the people.

To regain his job, Altman 
agreed to an internal investi-
gation, among other condi-
tions. The abrupt nature of his 
firing and a statement from the 
board saying that Altman 
hadn’t been “consistently can-
did in his communications” set 
up expectations for the emer-
gence of a smoking gun. Noth-
ing like that has come out, 
though there have been reve-
lations of tensions within 
OpenAI over his fund-raising 
for an outside chip venture, 
including seeking funding in 
the Middle East, and a dispute 
with former board member 
Helen Toner over a research 
paper she had co-written that 
was critical of the company.

It was Altman’s pattern of 
behaviour, rather than a single 
egregious action, that caused 
the board to lose trust in him, 
according to a person with 
direct knowledge of the 
board’s thinking, who asked 
not to be named discussing 
private business matters.

SEC probes 
if OpenAI 
investors 
were misled

Shouvik Das

shouvik.das@livemint.com

New DelhI

D
omestic electronics manu-
facturing is likely to see a 
ramp-up of local value addi-
tion—in terms of compo-
nents being made locally 

instead of only the final product being 
assembled here. This is being done by 
localizing non-semiconductor compo-
nents, which account for roughly half of 
the bill of materials (BoM) cost of a 
mobile phone. This can lead to domestic 
component value of up to 30% of the 
cost of a device, said Sunil Vachani, 
founder and executive chairman of Noi-
da-headquartered contract manufac-
turer, Dixon Technologies, in an inter-
view with Mint.

To do this, the industry is seeking a 
production-linked incentive (PLI) 
scheme for component manufacturing, 
even as Vachani believes that contract 
manufacturers should start looking at 
how to expand their market share to 
export devices globally.

“It’s important to understand that 
even China’s domestic value addition in 
manufacturing is around 45%, because 
even China imports nearly all its semi-
conductors for mobile manufactur-
ing. All this is work in progress, 
which will take time,” Vachani said.

On Monday, share prices of the 
contract manufacturer hit an all-
time high of ₹7,045 apiece, driven 
by the company winning a mobile 
phone manufacturing contract, and 
also opening an appliances factory 
in Dehradun last week. The company’s 
share price has surged 2.6x in one year, 
as a Centre-backed push has seen India 
look for more localization in electronics 
production.

To do this, Vachani said the company 
is set to open a mobile phone manufac-

turing plant in Noida—a “megafactory” 
with “nearly 1 million sq. ft of space”. 
“The plant with the capacity to manu-
facture 25 million mobile phone units 
annually, is expected to reach full capac-
ity by March next year,” Vachani said.

The company is also looking to cap-
ture a large chunk of India’s laptop man-
ufacturing demand, which has risen 
from the introduction of the revised IT 
hardware PLI scheme. “A lot of chip 
firms are working with local companies 
to design laptops here, which will lead to 

interesting results in the next two to 
three years. Dixon has a partnership 
with Acer for laptop manufacturing, 
while Lenovo’s factory is being set up. 
Laptops represent a very large market in 
India—IT hardware imports are to the 

tune of $10 billion. This gives us a very 
large import substitution opportunity 
here,” Vachani said.

Further value addition, however, will 
eventually come from the component 
manufacturing supply chain. “For 
smartphones, if you look at mechani-

cals, investments are going in, and the 
likes of the Tata group are investing in 
local manufacturing of mechanicals for 
the Apple ecosystem. Dixon, too, is mak-
ing these. There are other components, 
too, such as camera modules, which 
we’re making locally. Adapters and bat-
teries are also being assembled here. 
What now needs to happen is display 
manufacturing, and we at Dixon are 
looking at display assemblies very seri-
ously.”

To do this, Vachani said, a PLI compo-
nent scheme would be key. “Our 
inverted duty structure means a finished 
product comes with lower duties. We’re 
working with industry bodies CII and 
Elcina to try and get support from the 
Centre for a support package for elec-
tronics components—which will also 
help us raise investments,” he added.

Criticism for India’s electronics PLI 
has been around, with former Reserve 
Bank governor, Raghuram Rajan, stat-
ing that India’s domestic value addition 
has been limited. Union minister of state 
for IT, Rajeev Chandrasekhar, said 
India’s domestic value addition is not 
too far from China’s in an interview with 
Mint in December. The Centre has also 
expressed interest in incentivizing com-
ponent supply chains for electronics 

and semiconductors in the long 
run—but Chandrasekhar has also 
warned that the industry should not 
be over-reliant on incentives to 
scale-up manufacturing. This leaves 
Dixon and Elcina’s demands in a 
mixed bag of reactions from the 
Centre.

Brokerages have maintained a 
mixed view of Dixon Technologies, and 
the overall electronics manufacturing 
sector itself. On Tuesday, Jefferies 
downgraded Dixon Technologies, say-
ing the firm’s stock was overvalued after 
its valuation surged by more than 2x in 
margin over the past year. 

gOINg LOCAL

ON Monday, 
shares of Dixon 
Technologies hit an 
all-time high of 
₹7,045 apiece

DIxON’S share price 
has surged 2.6x in 
one year, amid the 
Centre’s push for 
local manufacture

VAChANI said 
Dixon is set to open 
a ~1 million sq. ft 
mobile making 
plant in Noida

ThE company is also 
looking to capture a 
large chunk of India’s 
demand for laptop 
manufacturing

Siri’s launch in 2011 made 
Apple an early entrant in con-
sumer-focused AI products, 
but the company has since 
fallen behind in recent years. 
Siri struggled to keep up with 
rival voice assistants from 
Amazon and Google in accu-
racy and usefulness. Apple’s 
strict stance on data privacy 
hampered development on 
more advanced models.

To help boost Apple’s artifi-
cial-intelligence work, it 
hired John Giannandrea from 
Google in 2018 to 
lead overal l 
efforts at the 
company. Gian-
nandrea, a senior 
vice president at 
Apple, reports 
directly to Cook, 
a  s i g n  o f  t h e 
increased signifi-
cance of  the 
technology inside Apple. But 
since his arrival, Apple still 
hasn’t made the kind of 
splashy announcements its 
rivals have touted.

Android competitors have 
begun introducing new artifi-
cial-intelligence features into 
phones. Rival smartphone-
maker Samsung Electronics 
has recently introduced its 
latest high-end Galaxy 
phones that takes advantage 
of some of the latest advance-
ments in generative AI, with 

features such as translating 
languages in real time on 
phone calls, summarizing 
notes and editing photos.

Even if Apple does succeed 
in introducing new AI fea-
tures that make the company 
more competitive in this field, 
it’s unclear if it will do much 
to increase sales for the com-
pany, said analysts and inves-
tors. New features will be nec-
essary to keep up with 
Android rivals, but are 
unlikely to kick-start another 

wave of device 
sales.

“I still struggle 
with how early 
we are in AI,” said 
Ben Bajarin, 
principal analyst 
at consumer-
t e c h n o l o g y 
research firm 
Creative Strate-

gies. “If you look at all the 
examples that people show 
for consumer AI, it’s fine but 
none of this feels revolution-
ary yet.”

Cook’s signature new prod-
uct is the Vision Pro, but its 
viability as a meaningful reve-
nue generator is still many 
years away, said analysts. Arti-
ficial intelligence already 
plays a vital part in the head-
set with the mapping of three-
dimensional spaces.
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Apple is expected 
to release Gen-AI 

features in its 
software at its 

annual developer 
meet typically 

held in June

ren Buffett, has had the weak-
est stock performance in the 
past year among its big tech 
rivals.

 A slowdown in the com-
pany’s core iPhone business 
has played a major role, but a 
lack of new artificial-intelli-

g e n c e 
p r o d u c t s 
h a s  a l s o 
been a fac-

tor.
“AI is the topic du jour,” 

said David Wagner, a portfo-
lio manager at Apple share-
holder Aptus Capital Advis-
ors. “The market nowadays 
tends to be driven by narra-
tive more than anything else. 
Everybody is clamoring for 
Apple to have a story.”

Microsoft has overtaken 
Apple as the most valuable 
company in the world earlier 
this year, a lead it looks poised 
to maintain for some time. 
Among large tech companies, 
Microsoft has found itself in 
the lead position in generative 
artificial intelligence as the 
largest investor in OpenAI, 
the startup behind ChatGPT.

While Apple’s stock has 
increased at a clip of more 
than 20% in the last 12 
months, Microsoft is up more 
than 60%. Nvidia, the leading 
chip provider in artificial 
intelligence, has more than 
tripled in value.

Aaron Tilley

feedback@livemint.com

O
ver and over again, 
Apple Chief Execu-
tive Tim Cook has 

been asked the same ques-
tion: What is Apple doing 
about generative artificial 
intelligence? His answer: Stay 
tuned.

Investors are getting impa-
tient.“Apple really hasn’t 
made a big splash in the AI 
space yet,” said Brian Mul-
berry, client portfolio man-
ager at Zacks Investment 
Management, an Apple share-
holder. “AI is what most 
investors are really excited 
about. Almost all momentum 
in the market in general is 
being fueled by AI.”

That sentiment is why 
Apple’s decision to shift some 
employees into AI and cancel 
its electric-car project—one of 
the most widely anticipated 
potential tech products in a 
decade—was greeted with 
almost universal investor 
enthusiasm Tuesday. Com-
p a n y 
shares rose 
by about 
1%, an unu-
sual sign after one of the 
world’s most innovative com-
panies decides to give up on 
an ambitious gambit.

On Wednesday, Cook once 
again sought to address the 
investor concerns, as he has 
on every quarterly earnings 
call for the past year.

“We’ve been investing and 
innovating in AI for many, 
many years,” he said at the 
annual shareholder meeting, 
pointing out several areas 
where Apple already uses the 
technology. 

He added: “We also see 
incredible breakthrough 
potential for generative AI, 
which is why we’re currently 
investing significantly in this 
area.” Apple is expected to 
release generative-AI features 
in its software at its annual 
developer conference typi-
cally held in June.

Apple, for years one of the 
most beloved stocks held by 
famed investors such as War-

Apple investors grow impatient on 
generative artificial intelligence

Apple has had the weakest stock performance in the past year among its Big Tech rivals. BLOOMBERG
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F
ederal Reserve governor 
Christopher Waller laid out a 
novel economic framework 
two years ago showing how 
the central bank could bring 

inflation back to its 2% target without 
the usual jump in unemployment, 
stirring furious pushback from eco-
nomic heavyweights.

Two years later, with inflation edg-
ing closer to 2% and unemployment 
still near a half-century low, Waller is 
looking prescient. It is one of the rea-
sons the academic economist-
turned-central banker is one of the 
Fed’s most closely watched officials 
and a name now floated to chair the 
Fed one day.

In recent years, Waller has been a 
hawk—a central banker who worries 
more about high inflation than high 
unemployment in setting interest 
rates. One of the reasons for this is a 
framework that gave him confidence 
inflation could be brought down 
without high unemployment, con-
trary to some standard economic the-
ory.

His theory: In a hot labor market, 
tight monetary policy would lead 
employers to slow hiring by scrap-
ping vacancies rather than by laying 
off employees they had worked so 
hard to hire.

At the time, in 2022, the Fed had 
just started raising rates rapidly from 
near zero after realizing inflation, 
contrary to its initial view, wasn’t 
transitory. Critics accused Waller of 
putting lipstick on a pig of policy mis-
takes.

His supporting research was rife 
with “misleading conclusions, errors, 
and factual mistakes,” wrote Law-
rence Summers , a former Treasury 
secretary, and Olivier Blanchard, 
former chief economist at the Inter-
national Monetary Fund, in an 
August 2022 essay that followed an 
earlier takedown of the work.

An extremely high 7% of jobs were 
vacant at the time. Summers and 
Blanchard showed how in every eco-
nomic cycle since World War II, 
unemployment had risen notably two 
years after the job vacancy rate had 
peaked. Inflation wouldn’t get close 
to 2% without sustained higher 
unemployment, they and other crit-
ics said.

Yet since then the vacancy rate has 
declined to 5.4%, while the unem-
ployment rate is no higher. Inflation 
fell to 2.6% in December from 7.1% in 
June 2022, using the Fed’s preferred 
price index.

In retrospect, the analysis by Wal-

sity in northern Minnesota. He 
switched to economics after a profes-
sor captivated his interest, earning a 
D on his first exam but finishing with 
the highest score on the final. He 
went on to earn a Ph.D., taught at the 
University of Notre Dame, and in 
2009 became research director at the 
St. Louis Fed.

Waller speaks in plain, conversa-
tional language with self-effacing 
humor, avoiding jargon. Former stu-
dents say it is reminiscent of lectures 
he delivered without notes.

In 2019, Trump was upset that the 
Fed wasn’t cutting rates faster but 
struggled to get the Senate to confirm 
a loyalist to the Fed board. Larry 
Kudlow, a White House adviser, 
sought counsel from the then-St. 
Louis Fed president, James Bullard , 
who had argued against raising rates 
and was now pushing to lower them. 
Bullard recommended Waller. 

Waller, who had written papers 
extolling the Fed’s independence 
from the White House, had never 
spoken with Trump before. At his 
Oval Office interview, Waller 
appeared to charm the president, 
according to a person with knowl-
edge of the meeting. 

For example, he told Trump he was 
a free trader, a position clearly at odds 
with the president’s love of tariffs. 
When Trump boasted of how he had 
used tariffs in ways no president had 
done before, Waller wryly agreed, 
defusing any potential discord.

Influence of Christopher Waller, a Trump appointee, rises as he challenges economic orthodoxy

Fed governor who proved 
Larry Summers wrong

USFederal Reserve governor Christopher Waller’s name has been floated to chair the Fed one day. AFP

another 10 firms. Looking at 
firms beyond just the Big 
Four, the PCAOB said in July 
that it expected deficiencies 
in 40% of public-company 
audits covering 2021, up from 
34% in 2020 and 29% in 2019.

But preliminary inspection 
results for 2022 audits show a 
“modest improvement” in 
audit quality at some of the 
U.S. divisions of global 
accounting firms, Williams 
said on Wednesday.

“It will take time for the 
quality-control improve-
ments to take root, and firms 
will need to be diligent to 
ensure they translate into 
improvements in engage-
ment performance,” she said. 

The firms have said they are 
working to further strengthen 
audit quality. PwC is continu-
ing to invest in its audit 
approach, people and tech-
nology, a U.S. spokeswoman 
said. In September, its U.S. 
unit said it would stop provid-
ing certain consulting work to 
its audit clients to avoid 
potential conflicts of interest. 

KPMG remains focused on 
continuously improving its 
audit approach, a U.S. spokes-
man said. EY’s U.S. unit began 
an in-depth review of its audit 
practice after facing its 2021 
rate, a spokesman said. 

“We have taken several 
transformative actions to 
enhance audit quality and 
improve inspection results 
and are strengthening our 
foundation to drive consistent 
execution across our prac-
tice,” he said.

Deloitte has made substan-
tial, comprehensive invest-
ments to enhance audit qual-
ity, a U.S. spokeswoman said.
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“Here’s how I would characterize 
it: In that meeting, Waller was a 
mensch ,” said Kudlow, who had 
arranged the interview. “And by the 
way, Trump likes mensches .”

A victory lap
Last month, Waller took what 

amounted to a victory lap. The recent 
episode “shows that good theory com-
bined with good data analysis can lead 
to good policy outcomes, even if the 
predictions chal-
lenge conventional 
wisdom,” he said.

“It is clear that 
[Waller and Figura] were more right 
than we were,” said Blanchard in an 
email. “The story is not over yet, but 
using a football analogy, at the end of 
the third quarter, they are clearly 
ahead.”

In an interview, Summers said, 
“Certainly, the data so far has run in 
Waller’s direction, but…we’re still 
some substantial distance from confi-
dence that we have enduring, 2% 
inflation.”

In his speech last month, Waller 
also said his earlier framework argued 
for caution against keeping rates too 
high for too long. If the vacancy rate, 
instead of stabilizing, falls below 
4.5%, unemployment would likely 
rise sharply, he said. While falling 
vacancies, as predicted, have yet to 
signal broader labor-market stress, 
Waller said, “We argued this couldn’t 
go on forever.”

© 2024 DOW JONES & CO. INC.
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S
everal U.S. accounting 
giants had greater defi-
ciencies in their audits 

of public companies’ 2021 
financial statements com-
pared to the previous year, 
according to annual inspec-
tion reports released 
Wednesday by the Public 
Company Accounting Over-
sight Board (PCAOB). 

The regulator, which 
compiles its findings with a 
lag, inspected 215 audits 
conducted by the Big Four 
accounting firms in the 
U.S.—Deloitte, Ernst & 
Young, KPMG and Pricewa-
terhouseCoopers—down 
from 220 a year earlier. 
Deloitte, EY and PwC had an 
average deficiency rate of 
about 24%, up from roughly 
13% a year earlier. 

The PCAOB inspects por-
tions of selected U.S. public-
company audits to evaluate 
firms’ state of compliance and 
assess the controls they use to 
test the quality of their work. 
A deficiency means the audit 
firm failed to obtain sufficient 
evidence to back up its opin-
ion. 

The PCAOB has been 
working to clear a backlog of 
inspections, but thus far its 
reports are arriving at a two-
year remove. KPMG’s audit-
deficiency rate was redacted 
from the PCAOB’s inspec-
tion report on the firm. It 
couldn’t be determined late 
Wednesday why it  was 
redacted.

EY, Deloitte and PwC had 
previously disclosed these 

figures in 
their U.S. 
audit-qual-
ity reports. 

EY’s U.S. unit had a deficiency 
rate of 46% based on the 54 
audits the PCAOB reviewed, 
well up from 21%. Its audit 
shortcomings largely related 
to the testing of controls over 
revenue and related accounts, 
business combinations and 
inventory, the PCAOB said. In 
its December audit-quality 
report, EY called its 46% rate 
“unacceptable” and said it 
didn’t reflect the firm’s high 
standards. 

Deloitte and PwC’s U.S. 
units had rates of 17% and 9% 
on 53 and 54 audits in 2021, 
respectively, up from 13% and 
4% a year earlier.

These deficiency rates are 
“unacceptably high,” PCAOB 
Chair Erica Williams said, 
referring to the inspection 
reports for the Big Four and 

‘Audit deficiencies by 
accounting cos grow 
in latest inspections’

PwC, Deloitte and EY had an 

average deficiency rate of 

about 24%, up from roughly 

13% a year earlier. REUTERS

Billions of dollars poured in 
while bold predictions were 
made about robot cars crawl-
ing through cities sometime 
soon.

Except, in the end, Apple’s 
success wasn’t as inevitable as 
so many thought. 

Leaks in the press painted 
unusual uncertainty at Apple 
as timelines kept slipping, 
project leaders kept departing 
and remits kept evolving. 
Project Titan’s ambitions 
became diminished, less com-
pelling—from an electric, 
robot car, then just about per-

fecting autonomy, then just 
about an EV. 

For a company so accus-
tomed to winning, Apple 
seemed more and more like a 
lumbering giant. 

Outsider skepticism began 
to build. Maybe, just maybe, 
that Akerson guy was right 
after all—making cars is hard. 

Musk would agree. In the 
subsequent years after the 
Model S, Tesla narrowly 
avoided its own death before 
hitting on eventual success 
with the Model 3, a cheaper 
sedan that helped remake 

Tesla into a mainstream auto-
maker and further ignited a 
rush of investment into EV 
rivals in the U.S. and, more 
importantly, in China where a 
price war has broken out. 

Amid his darkest moments, 
in this period, Musk has said 
he even considered selling 
Tesla to Apple, but Cook 
eschewed his advances. 

With all of its riches, Apple 
could afford to be a dilettante in 
the car business, spending bil-
lions of dollars only to change 
course because things weren’t 
working out as hoped. For Tesla 

Tim Higgins

feedback@livemint.com

T
he Car Guys warned 
Apple that the metal-
bashing business could 

be a tough, low-margin game. 
But nobody wanted to listen to 
a bunch of dinosaurs from 
Detroit. 

Instead, Apple joined the 
hoopla in Silicon Valley 
around the idea that a new era 
of the automobile was emerg-
ing, one that would seamlessly 
marry software and hardware 
and make the old guard obso-
lete. 

In the end, for Apple, it 
seems making its own car 
turned out to be as difficult as 
doing its own television set. 
The TV dream died years ago 
while Apple executives just 
told their team this week that 
the work to bring out an elec-
tric vehicle was canceled, too. 

The latest retreat under-
scores just how unlikely Elon 
Musk ’s success with Tesla has 
been. To take an EV startup 
founded 20 years ago and turn 
it into a proper car company 
on pace to sell almost as many 
vehicles annually as BMW 
would have been hard to imag-
ine when Apple began its own 
car project a decade ago.

But, Apple engineers looked 
jealously at the Tesla Model S, 
and probably thought to 
themselves: We can top that! 

With sweeping curves, 
lightning acceleration and an 

iPad-like dashboard, Tesla’s 
electric sedan was often called 
an iPhone-on-wheels and 
what many thought a car 
might look like if Apple had 
entered the industry.

Just a few years into his role 
as Apple chief executive, Tim 
Cook greenlighted a secret, 
ambitious plan—dubbed 
Project Titan—for the com-
pany to build its own car. 
When word of the project 
became public in 2015, it was 
greeted by a mixture of hyste-
ria and disbelief. 

“I think 
somebody 
is kind of 
trying to 
cough up a hairball here,” 
General Motors ’ then-retired 
Chief Executive Dan Akerson 
told me around that time, 
echoing the same sort of senti-
ment entrenched players had 
when Apple was first getting 
into cellphones. 

He thought Apple’s inves-
tors should have second 
thoughts about the escapade, 
saying a lot of people underes-
timate how challenging build-
ing and selling cars can be. 

For all of the buzz around 
Tesla in 2015, the young com-
pany’s ultimate success didn’t 
look so certain as it continued 
to struggle with the basics of 
building cars, and some ques-
tioned if the then Palo Alto-
based company could survive.

Google, too, had generated 
attention for its efforts devel-

oping software to drive cars. 
But its vague ambitions at the 
time seemed more like the 
playthings of its billionaire 
founders.

As news of Project Titan 
reverberated, it quickly made 
so much sense to so many. It 
wasn’t a hairball idea but an 
obvious next step for Cook and 
a company coming off a 
remarkable stretch of reimag-
ining and evolving the busi-
ness first with the iPod, then 
iPhone followed by iPad as 
well as digital services such as 

music and 
i t s  A p p 
S t o r e . 
A p p l e 

would do to cars what it did to 
phones. And it would win, of 
course. Plus, Apple, thanks to 
the success of the fat margins 
on its iPhones, was then sitting 
on almost $200 billion in cash. 

At one point, Gene Munster, 
a longtime Apple analyst, pro-
jected that entering the car 
business could help ignite 
Apple’s revenue growth, sug-
gesting if the company cap-
tured 10% of the autos market, 
it could boost revenue by 60%. 

That was an exciting pros-
pect for a company facing the 
law of large numbers and for 
another evolution. 

In the years that followed, 
an arms race exploded among 
automakers, tech companies 
and others rushing to invest in 
technologies to compete in 
driverless and electric cars. 

and others, such spending bets 
were life or death. 

Apple’s shifting car strate-
gies mimicked the overall state 
of confusion in the automotive 
industry. 

Driverless cars, which had 
appeared so imminent a dec-
ade ago, have proved a much 
tougher challenge than many 
anticipated. And EV sales in 
the U.S. aren’t growing at the 
same rate as they once were, 
leading several companies to 
slow their plans. Even Tesla, 
which once had industry-de-
fying margins, 
has seen its prof-
itability narrow .

“Looks like 
Apple finally 
came to the con-
clusion that 
although they 
could not get an 
acceptable profit 
margin, they 
weren’t going to make that up 
with volume!” former Ford 
Motor Chief Executive Mark 
Fields said by email. 

It all sounds like a repeat of 
Apple’s TV-set adventure. 

In the same year Apple’s car 
ambitions became known, it 
also became clear that the 
company had shelved a near-
decadelong effort to develop 
an ultra-high-definition tele-
vision set. 

For years, analysts and inves-
tors had talked about the poten-
tial for Apple to bring its iPhone 
magic to the living room. But 

ultimately, Apple pulled the 
plug because it couldn’t imag-
ine features compelling enough 
to enter the highly competitive 
market. 

As it spent time considering 
a TV, the market was also rap-
idly evolving with an explosion 
of Chinese manufacturing. 
Prices dropped dramatically in 
subsequent years. 

It turns out TVs, like cars, 
were a low-margin game.

Instead, Apple focused on 
developing streaming TV ser-
vices. Similarly, Apple’s car 

ambitions, for 
now, seem to sit 
squarely with 
CarPlay, a feature 
that mirrors 
iPhones to the 
dashboards of 
millions of new 
vehicles sold each 
year. And its 
investing dollars 

turn to another new Silicon 
Valley trend: advanced artifi-
cial intelligence being chased 
by the likes of OpenAI and 
Musk’s xAI. 

The latest shift by Apple 
reminded Akerson of GM’s 
own history of trying to 
broaden its footprint into 
industries it knew nothing 
about only to be haunted by 
those decisions years later. 

“The lesson,” he told me late 
Tuesday, “reaffirmed in many 
instances: stick to your knit-
ting.”

© 2024 DOW JONES & CO. INC.

Detroit warned Apple about car making. It had to learn the hard way

Apple executives told their team this week that the work to bring out an electric vehicle was 

canceled. REUTERS

Apple’s shifting 
car strategies 
mimicked the 

overall state of 
confusion in the 

automotive 
industry 

ler and a fellow Fed economist “looks 
quite prescient,” said Jonathan Pingle 
, a former Fed economist who is now 
chief U.S. economist at UBS. He said 
wage growth would probably have to 
drop further to ensure 2% inflation, 
“but, wow, they have made a lot of 
progress in what they foretold.”

‘A situation we’ve never seen’
Typically, job vacancies rise as 

unemployment falls and vice versa, a 
relationship called the Beveridge curve 
after British economist William Beve-
ridge who researched the 
mismatch between jobs 
and workers in the 1930s 
and 1940s.

A burst of demand 
greeted employers as 
the economy reopened 
from the pandemic in 
2021. Pandemic disrup-
tions meant they 
couldn’t find workers, so 
vacancies soared. Inside the Fed, 
Waller had begun pushing for an ear-
lier exit to the central bank’s ultra-
easy stimulus policies. While some 
colleagues worried that could upend 
the labor market, Waller argued 
demand for workers was so strong 
they wouldn’t have to worry.

Fed Chair Jerome Powell began 
publicly echoing that view in early 
2022 as officials prepared to raise 
rates from near zero.

At lunch with Powell that spring, 
Blanchard pointed to the textbook 
Beveridge curve in dismissing the 

Fed’s rosy outlook. Staff briefings to 
senior Fed officials followed, includ-
ing one by Andrew Figura , a Fed 
economist who specializes in labor 
dynamics, suggesting the Beveridge 
curve wasn’t stable. 

Figura’s research reinforced Wal-
ler’s earlier instincts, and he unfurled 
their conclusions in a May 2022 
speech in Germany. They argued the 
Beveridge curve had become nearly 
vertical, at least temporarily, mean-
ing vacancies were shooting up with-

out unemployment 
dropping. Conversely, 
they predicted cooling 
labor demand could 
cause vacancies to plum-
met without the usual 
rise in unemployment.

“We’ve never seen 
this type of demand for 
workers, and that’s what 
makes me think we 

could do it,” Waller said.
‘Waller was a mensch’
The episode has highlighted Wal-

ler’s growing influence at the Fed. 
The Senate confirmed Waller, 64, in 
late 2020 after his nomination by 
then-President Donald Trump. Some 
analysts see him as a possible succes-
sor to Powell, whose term expires in 
May 2026, if Trump retakes the 
White House next year.

Waller, the first in his immediate 
family to attend college, planned to 
study accounting and business when 
he enrolled at Bemidji State Univer-

At his Oval Office 
interview, Waller 
said he was a free 
trader, a position 

at odds with 
President Trump’s 

love of tariffs
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L
agging deposit accretion poses the risk of 
constraining credit growth for banks in 
FY25, India Ratings and Research said on 

Thursday. Maintaining its “neutral” outlook on 
the banking sector for FY25, the agency said the 
deposit growth is likely to moderate to 12-13% in 
FY25 from the 13.8% estimated for ongoing 
fiscal year. The loan-to-deposit ratio for the 
sector is at a five-year high of 81%, which makes 
deposit growth as a crucial part in banks’ credit 
book expansions, it said.

The agency said it expects credit growth to 
come at 20.5% in FY24, including the positive 
impact of the HDFC twins merger, and added 
that the same number will come at over 15% in 
FY25. The loan book mix for banks is likely to 
change in FY25 due to the dip in shares of 
exposures to the retail and non-bank lenders 
segments, the agency said, adding that a revival 
in private capex will help increase the share of 
corporate lending in the overall pie. PTI

Deposit growth risk 
to affect bank credit

T
he National Company Law Tribunal 
(NCLT) on Thursday put on hold its 
decision in lessors’ pleas in the Go First 

insolvency case, awaiting the Delhi high 
court’s order in the aircraft deregistration 
case.

NCLT said the decision on whether the 
corporate affairs ministry’s recent 
notification—exempting aircraft, engines, 
and airframes from a moratorium under the 
Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC)—
should be applied retrospectively or only 
moving forward, falls under the jurisdiction of 
the Delhi high court.

The tribunal adjourned the case until April. 
This verbal observation came during the 

hearing of pleas of aircraft and engine lessors 
seeking repossession of their assets from the 
bankrupt airline. While many lessors’ pleas 
are pending before the NCLT, some have 
approached the high court with a writ 
petition seeking the deregistration of their 
aircraft from the Directorate General of Civil 
Aviation (DGCA), citing the government’s 
notification. KRISHNA YADAV

Go First insolvency 
decision deferred

Lessors’ have approached the HC with a writ 

petition to deregister aircrafts from DGCA. REUTERS

T
he Centre on Thursday set the wheat 
procurement target at 30-32 million 
tonnes (mt) for the 2024-25 rabi 

marketing season, according to a statement 
from the food ministry. The procurement target 
comes amid expectations of a bumper wheat 
crop of 114 mt in the 2023-24 crop year.

Wheat production stood at a record 110.55 mt 
in the 2022-23 crop year (July-June), compared 
to 107.7 mt the previous year. In the 2023-24 
marketing season, which starts April, the 
government procured about 26.2 mt of wheat, 
compared to a target of 34.15 mt. In 2022-23, 
purchases totalled a modest 18.8 mt against the 
target of 44.4 mt. Procurement fell due to a 
decline in output. India is the second-largest 
wheat producer and consumer after China.

Over the past two years, India’s wheat 
production was hurt due to severe heatwaves 
during the time of the harvest. As a result, 
domestic supplies shrank pushing up wheat 
prices, which in turn saw the government 
deploy stocks from the central pool. PUJA DAS

Procurement target 
for wheat lowered

T
he Directorate General of Civil Aviation, 
India’s civil aviation regulator, has revised 
the rules to mandate breathalyser tests for 

25% of personnel engaged in sensitive aviation 
work, up from the current 10%, in an effort to 
make flying safer. 

The revised rule, which will come into 
effect from June, covers those involved in 
aircraft maintenance, air traffic control, 
aerodrome operations, and ground handling 
services. 

The new rule will kick in three months from 
now to give the industry enough time to 
enhance the infrastructure for breathalyser 
tests at various locations, it said. 

The DGCA had previously revised the rules 
on alcohol testing to include ground crew in 
September 2019, when it announced that 
breathalyser tests would be conducted on 
airside workers at all airports, including those 
involved in aircraft maintenance, air traffic 
control and ground handling. The revised 
rule will further improve the level of safety 
and is an effective step in view of the increase 
in air traffic and ground movement at 
airports, the DGCA said. ANU SHARMA

DGCA mandates 
breathalyser test

The new rule will kick in three months from now to 

give the sector time to enhance infra for tests. MINT

I
ndia’s foodgrain production is 
estimated to be 6.1% lower in the 
2023-24 crop year (July-June) because 

of poor monsoon caused by El Nino.
Total foodgrain production in 2023-

24 is estimated to be 309 million tonnes 
(mt), according to the second advance 

estimates issued by the agriculture and 
farmers’ welfare ministry on Thursday.

Foodgrain production in the 2022-23 
crop year was pegged at 329.6 mt, as per 
the government’s final estimates. 

Despite the poor monsoon, the 
government has raised its kharif 
foodgrain production estimate to 154.1 
mt from the 148.5 mt it had projected in 
October. 

The agriculture ministry anticipates 
rabi foodgrain production in the current 
crop year to be 155.1 mt. 

However, overall foodgrain 
production for both kharif and rabi 
seasons (monsoon and winter crops) has 
been pegged lower on year due to patchy 
monsoon, weighing on water reservoir 
levels and shifting the crop calendar. 

Lower crop output may keep the 
prices of some crops such as rice, tur, 
urad and maize firm, adding to the 
inflationary pressure. PUJA DAS

El Nino hits 2023-24 foodgrain output 

Total foodgrain production in 2023-24 is 

estimated to be 309 million tonnes. ISTOCKHOTO

I
ndia’s estimated leopard population rose from 12,852 in 2018 to 13,874 in 
2022, but the number of rosetted felines declined slightly in the Shivalik hills 
and the Indo-Gangetic Plains, the Union environment ministry said on 

Thursday. The Status of Leopards in India report, launched by Union 
environment minister Bhupender Yadav, said Madhya Pradesh has the 
maximum number of leopards in the country at 3,907 (up from 3,421 in 2018).

The number of felines grew from 1,690 in 2018 to 1,985 in 2022 in 
Maharashtra, from 1,783 to 1,879 in Karnataka, and from 868 to 1,070 in Tamil 
Nadu. “Central India shows a stable or slightly growing leopard population 
(8,820 in 2022 against 8,071 in 2018), the Shivalik hills and the Indo-Gangetic 
Plains experienced a decline (from 1,253 in 2018 to 1,109 in 2022),” the ministry 
said. “If we look at the area which was sampled both in 2018 and 2022 across 
India, there is a 1.08% per annum growth. In the Shivalik hills and the Gangetic 
plains, there is a 3.4% decline per annum, while the largest growth rate was in 
central India and the Eastern Ghats of 1.5%,” it said. PTI

Madhya Pradesh has the maximum number of leopards in the country 

at 3,907. PTI

J
oining its Indian IT peers, Tech Mahindra 
Ltd has called employees to work from office 
for atleast three days a week from 1 April, 
according to an internal mail sent to 

employees and reviewed by Mint.
India’s fifth largest IT services company in an 

internal mail to employees, said its employees 
missed out on “spontaneous interactions, 
collaborative environments” and the “desire for 
human connection” which was echoing across 
industries. “With this in mind, I am pleased to 
announce that Tech Mahindra is preparing to 
welcome you back to office. We recognize the 
value of face-to-face interaction and the benefits 
it brings to our team dynamics. Therefore, we 
have devised a plan to reintroduce office-based 
work gradually, starting with three days in-
office per week (12 days per month) starting 1 
April 2024,” read the mail sent by Tech 
Mahindra’s HR team. JAS BARDIA

Tech Mahindra calls 
employees to office

I
n a significant setback for mining giant 
Vedanta, the Supreme Court on Thursday 
dismissed the company’s plea to reopen its 

Sterlite Copper smelter plant in Tamil Nadu’s 
Thoothukudi.

The top court upheld the decisions of the 
Tamil Nadu Pollution Control Board (TNPCB) 
and the Madras high court’s 2020 ruling to 
close the plant due to violations of 
environmental norms. The plant was shut 
down following violent protests in 2018 that 
left 13 people dead. A three-judge bench led 
by chief justice D.Y. Chandrachud noted that 
while closing the industry is not the first 
course of action, the persistent breaches and 
severity of violations left authorities with no 
alternative but to shut the plant. According to 
the court, Vedanta was given opportunities 
for compliance but it failed to act upon 
previous warnings. KRISHNA YADAV

SC junks Vedanta’s 
plea on shut plant

F
anCode, the Indian Sports OTT 
platform, on Thursday, unveiled a 
groundbreaking partnership with 

Formula 1 (F1), the pinnacle of motor racing, 
securing exclusive broadcast rights for 
the Indian market for the 2024 and 2025 
seasons. 

The company in a press release said that 
the longest-ever F1 season, consisting of 
24 races starting 29 February in Bahrain will 
be available to the Indian fans on FanCode 
across multiple devices including smart TVs, 
mobile phones, and tablets. 

“Formula 1 is among the biggest sporting 
properties in the world, and we’re thrilled 
to partner with them to bring all the exciting 
action to millions of fans in India. Aside 
from providing F1 fans with a world-class 
experience, we look forward to taking 
the sport to a wider audience across the 
country,” said Yannick Colaco, co-founder 
of FanCode in the release. NAMAN SURI

FanCode gets India 
F1 streaming rights

T
he centre on Thursday released two tranches 
of funds as tax devolution to the states, 
amounting to ₹1,42,122 crores, the finance 

ministry said in a statement. 
The funds will allow the states to finance 

various social welfare measures and 
infrastructure development schemes, the 
finance ministry said. 

The latest proceeds from the tax devolution 
are in addition to the tax devolution of ₹72,961 
crores released to states on 12 February 2024.

“With this release, States have received total 
of three installments of tax devolution in 
February 2024,” it added. 

Among the state, Uttar Pradesh (₹25,495 
crore), Bihar (₹14,295 crore), Madhya Pradesh 
(₹11,157 crore), and West Bengal (₹10,692 crore) 
received the highest amount from the centre as 
proceeds from tax devolution in the third 
tranche. RHIK KUNDU 

‘States get ₹1.42 tn 
tax devolution’

The funds will allow states to finance social welfare 

measures and development schemes. ISTOCKPHOTO

‘Leopard population estimated at 13,874, stable since 2018‘
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M
ining majors Vedanta, Coal India 
and NLC India, apart from Ola Elec-
tric, Jindal Power and Dalmia 
Group, are among bidders for 20 
blocks in the first tranche of auction 

for critical mineral blocks in the country.
The Union mining ministry on Thursday said it 

has received more than 50 bids for the 20 critical 
and strategic mineral blocks in the first tranche, 
which was launched on 29 November.

These blocks consisted of minerals like lithium, 
glauconite, nickel, PGE, potash, graphite, molyb-
denum, phosphorite and rare earth elements 
(REE). The blocks are spread across Bihar, Chattis-
garh, Gujarat, Jharkhand, Odisha, Tamil Nadu, 
Uttar Pradesh and the Union Territory of Jammu 
and Kashmir.

Vedanta, Coal India, Ola Electric 

bid for critical mineral blocks

Govt receives more than 50 bids for the 20 strategic mineral blocks in the first tranche

ADDING FIREPOWER

Army soldiers during the precision firing of Anti-Tank Guided Missiles by the Eastern Command amid the arid expanse of the Teesta Field Firing 

Range, in West Bengal. The annual Eastern Command Anti Tank Guided Missile firing was conducted from 20 February to 28 February. PTI

"The bidders represent a wide array of sectors 
like mining companies, EV manufactures, cement 
producers, energy sector etc. Notable among them 
are Vedanta Ltd, Coal India Ltd, NLC India Ltd, 
Shree Cement, Orient Cements, Ola Electric, Dal-
mia Group, Rungta Group and Jindal power etc," 
the statement said.

The tender docu-
ments for these 
blocks were made 
available for pur-
chase until 13 Febru-
ary. The last date for 
submission of bids 
was 26 February, 
and more than 180 tender documents were pur-
chased by interested bidders.

Union mines minister Pralhad Joshi on Thurs-
day also launched the second tranche of e-auction 
of critical and strategic minerals. A total of 18 criti-
cal mineral blocks would be auctioned in this tran-

che, out of which 17 mineral blocks are put up for 
grant of composite licence and one mineral block 
for grant of mining lease.

In August last year, Centre amended the Mines 
and Minerals (Development and Regulation) Act 
(MMDR Act) to classify 24 minerals as critical and 

strategic minerals. 
This amendment 
conferred power to 
the central govern-
ment to grant min-
eral concession for 
mineral specified in 
Part D of the First 
Schedule. The reve-

nue generated from these auctions shall accrue to 
state governments. The government has been 
making efforts to boost the mining of critical min-
erals that are key components for semiconductor, 
batteries and solar module manufacturing playing 
a key role in India's net-zero plans.

The blocks are spread across Bihar, 
Chattisgarh, Gujarat, Jharkhand, 

Odisha, Tamil Nadu, Uttar Pradesh 
and the Union Territory of J&K
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NUMBERS
IN

INDIA’S ECONOMIC growth in the 3rd 
quarter of FY23-24, driven by the 

manufacturing and construction sectors, 
according to National Statistical Office.

8.4%
THE FINE imposed by DGCA on Air India 

over a wheelchair unavailability incident in 
Feb at Mumbai airport that led to the 

death of an 80-year-old passenger.

₹30 lakh
THE TOTAL inflows into equity mutual 

funds in Jan ‘24, marking 35th consecutive 
month of positive inflows into these 

funds, according to Prabhudas Lilladher.

₹21,780 cr
THE BUDGET approved by the Union 
cabinet towards subsidies for installing 
solar power equipment on the rooftops 

of 10 million homes.

₹75,021 cr
THE NUMBER of staff facing layoffs at 
American video game publishing giant 
Electronic Arts, or 5% of its workforce, 

amid similar moves by peers.
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oF FArMEr ProTESTS
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ing paddy almost impossible, a decade 
from now. Farmers know this, but alterna-
tive crops like pulses, oilseeds, or maize, 
cannot match the profits from paddy, even 
at state announced support prices.

There are no blueprints for transition: 
farmers are often advised to grow high 
value fruits and vegetables. But stuck in 
the relative comfort of the paddy-wheat 
cycle, they are wary to take the plunge. 
They fear the brutality of markets—espe-
cially volatile prices of perishables. 
Instances of farmers dumping vegetables 
by the roadside or letting them rot in the 
fields, for want of a price which at least 
cover cultivation costs, are common.

ProSPerity to criSiS

While support prices did benefit the 
Punjab farmer, the responsibility 

to supply to public food stocks for dec-
ades also ruined its soils, depleted water 
tables and increased disease incidence 
(due to overuse of chemical inputs), says 
Amandeep Sandhu, author of the book 
Panjab: Journeys Through Fault Lines.

“Paddy is a remunerative addiction, but 
not enough to get farmers out of debt. If a 
farmer wants to move to other crops who 
is going to pay for the losses and costs of 
transition. Where is the plan?” asks San-
dhu. He adds that lack of jobs elsewhere 
means farmers are tied to their land. Now, 
they are like parwanas (flying insects), 
ready to crash and burn. That explains the 
doggedness with which they often pursue 
their demands.

Data from the National Statistical 
Office’s Situation 
Assessment Survey 
shows that an average 
farm family in Punjab 
earned ₹26,701 per 
month—more than 
double the national 
average of ₹10,218 per 
month (during the 
2018-19 crop year).

But this evidence of 
relative prosperity is at 
odds with another tragic data point. Close 
to 9,300 farmers committed suicide 
between 2000 and 2018 in just six dis-
tricts of the state which were surveyed, a 
study the Punjab Agricultural University, 
published in 2022, revealed. About 90% 
of the suicides were driven by debt, and 
most were small and marginal farmers. 
Crop failure in cotton, a financial squeeze 
due to rising living costs, and indebted-
ness following purchase of farm 
machines like tractors pushed farmers 
into a debt trap.

Interestingly, in Punjab, income from 
crop production accounted for 47% of the 
farm household income. This depend-
ence on cultivation is lower, at 37%, at the 
national level, the Situation Assessment 
Survey stated. 

The higher dependence on rice and 
wheat at assured prices is also what 
makes the Punjab farmers edgy. “People 
tend to agitate when they have some-
thing to lose. Punjab farmers have the 
most to lose if the policy of open-ended 
procurement (of government agencies 
buying all grains that are produced at 
MSP) ends. This fear is what is driving the 
protests,” says Ajay Vir Jakhar, chairman, 
Bharat Krishak Samaj, and former head of 
the state farmers’ commission.

A draft policy submitted by the farm-
ers’ commission to the state government 
in 2019 laid bare the fragile state of agri-
culture in Punjab. With 10 million acres 

of cultivated area, the requirement of 
short-term crop loan is ₹24,000 crore 
per season, but aggregate outstanding 
bank loans is much higher, at ₹60,000 
crore. This implies farmers may be using 
crop loans to pay for consumption 
expenses. Aggregate ownership of trac-
tors is also higher than required—average 
use is just 40% of the 1,000 hours per year 
required for a tractor to be economically 
viable. The report also said that the state 
policy of free power for agriculture 
together with the central policy favour-
ing paddy cultivation paved the way for 
indiscriminate use of groundwater. The 
result? 110 out of 148 blocks reported 
groundwater ‘overexploitation.’

DiverSification Dilemma

No one is more aware than farmers of 
Punjab on the need to move away 

from paddy, says Ramandeep Singh 
Mann, a farmer leader and activist who is 
part of the ongoing protests.

During talks with farm unions on 18 
February, the Centre offered a diversifi-
cation package. It said, the government 
will purchase five crops—three varieties 
of pulses, maize, and cotton—for five 
years, at announced support prices.

This out-of-the-box, innovative con-
tract farming solution will help restore 
soil fertility while ensuring guaranteed 
returns to farmers, union food minister 
Piyush Goyal said after the meeting. A day 
later farmers rejected the proposal.

The reason? Union leaders said the 
new package is only for farmers moving 

away from paddy and 
not for those already 
growing these alterna-
tive crops. “That diluted 
our primary demand of 
ensuring support prices 
for crops other than rice 
and wheat. Besides, it 
will take a few years to 
implement the policy. 
The five-year limit 
means farmers will have 

no price protection after switching,” 
Mann adds.

Another reason why the package failed 
to impress farmers is that returns from 
growing rice are way higher when com-
pared to the proposed alternatives. A 
paddy grower from Punjab earns a gross 
return of ₹88,000 per hectare (without 
accounting for unpaid family labour and 
land rents), shows latest available data 
from the Commission for Agricultural 
Costs and Prices (Cacp). This is largely 
due to superior yields of over six tonnes 
per hectare. In comparison, yield of 
pulses and oilseeds are far lower, hover-
ing between one-two tonnes per hectare. 
These low yielding crops are also more 
prone to damage due to uneven rains and 
pest attacks. The Cacp data shows that 
the best returns on pulses is for tur dal, at 
₹58,000 per hectare. Similarly, in maize 
the best any Indian farmer could achieve 
was ₹61,000 per hectare.

High land rents in Punjab—between 
₹50,000 to ₹60,000 per year, on which 
two crops can be planted—also means 
replacing paddy with alternative crops 
will impose a considerable burden on 
tenant farmers.

So, farmers will need additional incen-
tives beyond just an MSP guarantee to 
induce them to move to other crops. How-
ever, that may not mean prohibitive costs 
for the government. Switching to other 
crops also means subsidy savings on chem-

During the 2018-19 crop year, 

an average farm family in 

Punjab earned ₹26,701 per 

month—more than double 

the national average of 

₹10,218 per month.

Sayantan Bera

sayantan.bera@livemint.com
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I
 would like to pay particular tribute to 
the Punjab farmers,” wrote C. Subra-
maniam in The Hand of Destiny, his 
memoir published in 1995. As India’s 
agriculture minister when it 

embarked on the ambitious Green Revo-
lution project, which made the country 
self-sufficient in food grains within a 
short time, Subramaniam wrote that 
Punjab farmers “were pioneers…but for 
them I am convinced we would not have 
made a success of it.”

Subramaniam also observed that states 
like Uttar Pradesh and Bihar had the 
same benefits of suitable climate and soil 
but could not match the performance of 
the Punjabis. It was the enterprise of the 
Punjabi farmer which stood out. A large 
chunk of them, mostly Sikhs, had moved 
over to east Punjab when India was parti-
tioned during Independence. They had 
left behind everything, arriving with 
almost nothing to call their own.

But, wrote Subramaniam, this was not 
the first time they faced adversity. They 
inhabited the border area for centuries 
and fought a steady stream of foreign 
invaders. Due to the sheer need to sur-
vive, they developed into a ‘hardy lot of 
enterprising people.’

“When this new (green revolution) 
technology was offered to them, they 
took to it like fish to water. Everyone vied 
with one another to demonstrate that he 
was the best able…Many farmer organiza-
tions came into existence.” One such 
organization was the prestigious Ton-
nage Club, where one could get entry 
only if they produced at least a ton of rice 
or wheat per acre of land. The green revo-
lution strategy, due to involvement of 
farmers from Punjab, was nothing short 
of a “farmers’ movement”.

Six decades later, Punjab is the epicen-
ter of another farmers’ movement. In 
2020, farmers from the state led year-long 
protests which forced the union govern-
ment to repeal a clutch of farm laws. These 
laws were enacted with the aim to liberal-
ize internal trade in agriculture and pro-
vide farmers more avenues to sell their 
produce, especially to private buyers.

Earlier this February, farmers from 
Punjab again took to the street. They are 
now camping 200km away from Delhi at 
the state’s border with Haryana. The ask 
is to make minimum support prices 
(MSP) a legal right. MSP is announced by 
the union government on 23 non-perish-
able crops, but purchase is mostly limited 
to rice, wheat and cotton.

SPoilt anD PamPereD?

The average farm household in Pun-
jab earns over 2.5 times per month 

when compared to the national average. 
Punjab farmers are also the largest bene-
ficiaries of MSP-based purchase of crops 
by the union government. Nearly all the 
rice and wheat they grow are purchased 
at the promised MSP. So, why are they on 
the streets? Shouldn’t it be the farmers 
from Bihar, Odisha or West Bengal, who 
often sell their rice at less than support 
prices, be at the forefront?

Social media conversations on farmer 
protests are often emotive and loaded 
with polemics. Some have branded the 
protestors as a spoilt and pampered lot, 
always asking for more. Others, support-
ing the current demand, say the Punjabi 
farmer is speaking up on behalf of farm-
ers from across India who are facing an 
income and profitability crisis. 

The reality lies somewhere in between 
these extremes. Farming in today’s Punjab, 
despite the stellar productivity in cereal 
crops, is staring at an impending tragedy. A 
groundwater crisis is likely to make grow-

Farming in today’s Punjab, despite the stellar productivity in cereal crops, is staring at an impending tragedy

Farmers from Punjab are 
leading farm protests in India 
regularly, the latest being this 
month. The current ask is to 

make minimum support 
prices a legal right.

What

A groundwater crisis is 
likely to make growing paddy 
almost impossible, a decade 

from now. Farmers know this, but 
alternative crops cannot match 

the profits from paddy. 

Why

Experts advocate a carrot and 
stick strategy: restrict supply of 

free electricity and paddy 
procurement at MSP. At the 

same time, incentivize farmers 
who switch to other crops. 

So

ical fertilizers (since pulses and oilseeds 
require fewer inputs), water and free elec-
tricity, plus the money spent on reducing 
the incidence of burning paddy stubble—
which chokes north India every winter.

Someone must sit down, do the math, 
and propose a plan which makes eco-
nomic sense for the Punjab farmer, says 
Avinash Kishore, senior research fellow 
at the Delhi office of the International 
Food Policy Research Institute. “At times, 
I am doubtful if policymakers honestly 
want farmers to switch. Are they worried 
that procurement for public stocks may 
be at risk if Punjab stops supplying rice?” 
Kishore asks.

In fact, the much-abused Punjab 
farmer continues to be the top rice sup-
plier to central food grain stocks, which 
are used under the national food security 
programme. In 2022-23, Punjab supplied 
12.2 million tonnes (mt) of rice, about 22% 
of the total public purchase of 57 mt. 
Interestingly, an estimated production 
shortfall of less than 10 mt prompted 
India, the world’s largest rice shipper, to 
impose export curbs to increase domestic 
availability and 
cool retail pri-
c e s .  S o , 
before the 
P u n j a b 
f a r m e r 
moves away 
from rice, 
India will also 
have to ensure that 
other states cover the 
supply gap.

UneaSy SolUtionS

The way out is to use a carrot 
and stick strategy, says Ajay Vir 

Jakhar, the former head of the state 
farmers’ commission, quoted earlier. 
This involves restricting supply of free 
electricity to farmers—which is used to 
draw groundwater for growing paddy—
and costs the state government over 
₹9,000 crore per year; limiting paddy 
procurement at MSP to five acres per 
family; creating market infrastructure for 
perishable produce and cash incentives 
for farmers who switch from paddy to 
other crops.

The Punjab farmer must realize that 
the money is not in the field but in the 
possibilities offered by the market, says 
Sukhpal Singh, professor at the Indian 
Institute of Management, Ahmedabad.

“It is a mindset problem perpetuated 
by years of selling to the government. 
High value horticulture and spices crops 
can provide them returns higher than 
rice and wheat. But for it to work, farmers 
need to understand that the market 
rewards quality. Currently, they do not 
even dry the harvested crop properly 
before taking it to the market, because 
the government is the sole buyer,” adds 
Singh, who is also a member of the gov-
ernment committee set up in 2022, to 
make the MSP regime more ‘effective and 
transparent.’ The committee is yet to sub-
mit its report.

But these solutions are not easy to 
implement. When a fear of dilution of 
MSP protection brings farmers to the 
street, to persuade them to agree to a plan 
proposing to limit public purchase of rice, 
the most remunerative crop, will require 
more than just a dialogue. It would 
require a process that can earn their 
trust—not brute force to drown the pro-
testor’s voice.

A paddy field near the Chandigarh-Ludhiana belt in Punjab. MINT
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cifically for critical ill-
nesses in addition to a regu-
lar health insurance pol-
icy?

—Name withheld on request

A regular health insurance 
policy typically covers all kinds 
of hospitalizations including 
those from serious illnesses 
such as cancer or heart attack. 
However, it is important to 
note that there could be 
deductibles involved in such 
plans which means all the hos-
pitalization costs may not be 
covered. Further, the treat-
ment for diseases such as can-
cer often extends over reason-
ably long periods of time and  a 
typical health policy may not 
have sufficient sum insured to 
cover the full costs of treat-
ment. In addition, such condi-
tions often lead to absence 
from work for extended peri-
ods of time which means sup-
port would also be needed for 
replacement of the lost 
income. Hence it is extremely 
useful to have fixed benefit 
health insurance policies in 
addition to regular  health pol-

icies or mediclaim.
Such policies typically pro-

vide a lump sum on the occur-
rence of any of the covered 
critical illnesses thereby pro-
viding an extra protection 
needed in case of such dis-
eases. Such lump sum can be 
used for a variety of purposes 
such as paying for the treat-
ment of the condition, 
replacement of lost income, 
repayment of a loan or any 
other need which the policy-
holder deems necessary to ful-
fill using the funds made avail-
able. In addition,  there is no 
requirement to raise bills or 
obtain extensive paperwork 
about prescriptions or tests 
signifying the costs incurred 
other providing the doctor’s 
diagnosis proving that the 
condition has occurred. 
Hence, claiming under fixed 
benefit health insurance poli-
cies is much easier.

Akshay Dhand is appointed 
actuary, Canara HSBC Life 
Insurance.

Aprajita Sharma

aprajita.sharma@livemint.com

N
ishan Konan (36) had no 
inkling of the emergency 
that awaited him in the US. 
Barely a week after he 
moved there in July 2022 to 

do a Master of Science (MS) course in 
business analytics from the University of 
Texas, he suffered a heart attack and col-
lapsed. Konan was hospitalized and had to 
undergo an emergency open-heart sur-
gery. The hospitalization costs were huge 
but Konan had a health insurance plan, 
albeit one that was provided by his uni-
versity and covered all his bills. “The 
insurance premium was part of the course 
fee that I had paid. After my recovery, I 
decided to discontinue the course and 
move back to India. The university 
returned the tuition fee, excluding the 
insurance premium,” Konan says.

That episode involving Konan empha-
sizes the importance of health insurance 
plans for those going abroad to study.  
Some universities, particularly in the US, 
make it mandatory for students to buy the  
health plans that they offer as part of the 
course fee, while others allow private or 
third-party insurance.  In the UK, interna-
tional students pay IHS (immigration 
health surcharge), included in the visa fee, 
that gives them access to National Health 
Service (NHS), a publicly-funded health-
care system. They can purchase a private 
plan if they so wish. 

To be sure, the university-backed 
insurance plans in the US are quite 
expensive.  Anubhaw Goyal (29), who is 
doing MS in supply chain analytics from 
a university in New Jersey, says he paid 
$1,400-1,500 insurance premium for 
one semester of six months. The plan 
also had a fixed deductible of $100 and 
co-payment on various expenses. “One 
of my friends who had this policy was 
hospitalized recently and had to pay 
$550 from his pocket for a total bill of 
$11,000,” says Goyal. Insurers say a pri-
vate plan brought alongside the univer-
sity plan would help in such cases.

Student travel insurance
Not many students or their parents 

and guardians are aware that  Indian 
insurers offer travel-cum-health insur-
ance plans. These so-called student 
travel insurance takes care of hospitali-
zation costs and also offers additional 
benefits  in terms of coverage for loss of 
baggage and delay in flights, among oth-
ers, during their stint abroad. 

Data released by Policy Ensure, an 
insurance broker, shows that student 
travel plans offered by Indian insurers 
c o m e  w i t h  a  p r e m i u m  o f 
₹25,000-30,000  for two years and pro-
vides coverage of $100,000 in the US.

Despite this, the plans are not very 
popular. “Lack of awareness and conve-
nience are reasons why parents tend to 
go with a university-backed plan. In my 
case, when my son went to the US last 
year, due to lack of time, I went with the 
insurance that the university provided 
for the first semester but I will buy a stu-
dent international travel plan before the 
next semester starts,” says Priya Desh-
mukh, head of health products, opera-
tions & services at ICICI Lombard.

Interestingly, some US universities  
also allow you to have a non-campus 
plan. However, in such private plans, it 
is necessary to have unlimited sum 
insured.  Indian insurance companies 
do not offer such unlimited coverage, 
but that is something they have taken 
note of.  “Many insurers are coming up 
with unlimited coverage plans that will 

mobile phone,” says Vivek Chaturvedi, 
CMO and head of direct sales, Digit Gen-
eral Insurance.

Financial exigencies are also covered 
in such plans. For example, in case your 
studies are interrupted due to a medical 
reason or an emergency at home, a study 
interruption cover will take care of the 
financial losses. A sponsor cover ensures 
that the insurers will pay the fees if 
something untoward happens to your 
sponsor,  Compassionate visitor is 
another important non-medical benefit 
that covers the travel and accommoda-
tion expenses of one immediate family 
member during medical emergencies.

Making a claim
Indian insurers usually have a tie-up 

with a global insurance company or a 
third-party administrator (TPA) having 
a global network of hospitals. “To make 
a claim, students can call the 24/7 help-
line number for claims or mail the 
insurer for assistance. Digit has a dedi-
cated 24/7 missed call facility for stu-
dents. This enables them to seek quick 
assistance,” says Chaturvedi.

Typically, global partners or TPAs 
request non-network hospitals to accept 
cashless hospitalization but it is at the 
discretion of the hospitals whether to 
accept it or not. “To ensure seamless 
healthcare access abroad, we have part-
nered with Allianz Partners, our assist-
ance partner overseas. They facilitate 
payments to hospitals , both in-network 
and out-of-network, while we provide a 
guarantee of payment (GoP),” says Sethi.

If you are looking to buy a plan from an 
Indian insurer, check if pre-existing dis-
eases (PEDs) are covered from day one. 
Also check for deductible or co-pay. 
“Choose a plan without PED waiting 
period, co-pay and deductible. Go with an 
Indian provider having a joint venture 
with a global firm so the hospital network 
coverage is wider,” says Rahul M. Mishra, 
director and co-founder at Policy Ensure.

Study abroad? Why it helps 
buying insurance from India 

The health policies offered by Indian insurers are cheaper and also offer extensive coverage

Universities provide on-campus insurance but additional benefits available in 
student travel plans by Indian insurance are useful.

IN-PATIENT treatment 
like hospitlization, 
accommodation, 
physician, medical fees

OUT-PATIENT treatment 
such as visit to general 
practitioner, medical fees, 
medication, examinations

DENTAL services (very 
few insurers)

EVACUATION and 
repatriation of mortal 
remains

COVERAGE for 
maternity, child birth or 
any mental health 
disorder

*Annual premiums for $250,000 coverage for a 21-year old 
#Data from University Living

US

Canada

UK

Australia

~�2 lakh per year

~�70,000 per year

Mandatory �81,000 enrollment under 
National Health Scheme

~�50,000 for three years

�25,000-30,000

�25,000-30,000

�12,000-15,000

�12,000-15,000

Insurance from India when studying abroad 

University/locally bought 
health insurance plans

Apart from medical cover, following are 
the non-medical benefits:

 TRIP and baggage related coverages: 
Flight delay, missed connections, 
baggage loss, passport loss etc.

 STUDENT specific benefits such as 
study interruption, sponsor protection, 
bail bond, tuition fees, loss of 
laptop/mobile phone/personal 
belongings etc.

 DENTAL treatment and eye care

 COVERS nearby regions apart from 
university campus

Student travel insurance

Covers health-related benefits such as 

STUDENT travel 
plans generally cover 

the age group of 
16-40 years 

PREMIUM depends 
on destination, 

coverages, age and 
duration

University health insurance# Student travel insurance*

Source: Policybazaar
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WHAT'S THE FOREX RATE?
Whether you are planning 
overseas travel or want to 
send money abroad, it is 
always a good idea to shop 
around for the best forex 
exchange rate. From banks, 
travel aggregators to money 
changers, various small and 
big players sell foreign 
exchange. To simplify your 
work, here is a list of INR to 
USD forex rates offered by 
some of the major banks 
and travel aggregators. We 
recommend that you also 
check the commission being 
charged by these players to 
ensure that you are getting 
the best deal.

Compiled by BankBazaar.com 

Note: Data collected from website of respective entities as on 28 February 2024; Rate mentioned in the table denotes 
INR/USD. The rate is as mentioned on the website of the Bank/FI and it may vary according to different amount slab; *Wire 
Transfer/TT Buying is Inward Rem to receive Forex & Wire Transfer/TT Selling is Outward Rem to send forex

NA

82.47

82.57

81.39

81.45

81.61

81.07

80.76

81.45

81.36

NA

83.29

83.29

84.39

84.35

84.23

84.47

85.40

84.33

84.25

NA

83.70

83.49

85.18

84.75

84.48

84.49

84.60

85.24

83.42

NA

84.10

NA

85.48

85.32

85.05

86.06

85.85

85.24

84.47

Wire transfer* Buy forexBank/travel 
aggregator inward Outward  Forex/travel card Cash

SBI

Bank of Baroda

Canara Bank

IndusInd Bank

Kotak Bank

HDFC

ICICI

Axis Bank

Yes Bank

Thomas Cook

FOREX RATES (�/$)

Passive funds: With passive equity funds outperforming 
active funds in the last few years, there is a strong argument to 
invest in passively managed funds. You may opt for passive 
schemes which track indices like Nifty 50 or Nifty LargeMidcap 
250 Index. There are fund houses that have now started offering 
passive ELSS options. 

Check expense ratios: High expense ratios can eat into your 
returns. Compare the expense ratios of different ELSS funds to 
choose a cost-efficient option. 

Market cycles: Avoid selecting funds based on short-term 
performance. Fund managers may have different styles (like 
growth, value) and a style that has worked recently may not work 
in the future. Also, if the fund is managed with an aggressive 
investing style, it may not suit some investors’ risk-profile, while 
a conservatively-managed fund would be more suitable for some 
investors. 

Diversify: If you already invest in equity mutual funds other 
than ELSS, you may want to diversify for your ELSS investments. 
You can opt for a different fund house or a different style of 
investing for your ELSS. 

Systematic investment plans (SIPs) or lumpsum? 
ELSS funds are typically marketed near the end of the year as 

tax-saving instruments. Choosing between SIP and lumpsum 
depends on your risk-tolerance. SIPs provide a disciplined 
approach which helps to reduce the risk as SIPs are spread over 
a period rather than a particular date. 

Stay or exit after lock-in? 
ELSS funds come with a mandatory three-year lock-in period. 

While some investors exit after the lock-in period for liquidity, 
staying invested can harness the power of equity compounding. 

The ‘time in the market’ is more important than ‘timing the 
market’. The ‘time in the market’ aspect is taken care by the 
three-year lock-in to some extent. One can exit the fund if it is 

meet the university requirements and 
we would be seeing a flurry of products 
during the June-July admission season,” 
says Amit Chhabra, health business 
head, Policybazaar.com.

On campus insurance versus stu-
dent travel insurance

When a university itself is offering a 
health insurance plan, it is obvious that 
parents will choose the on-campus plan 
instead of exploring other options, say 
some insurance experts. So, how does 
that affect student travel plans offered 
by Indian insurers?

Deshmukh says that at least 20%  of all 
travel insurance policies sold at ICICI 
Lombard are student travel  plans. 
Canada, US and Malta 
(Europe) account for the 
top three countries for 
which such plans are sold. 
Data from University Liv-
ing, an education counsel-
lor, shows  a year-on-year 
jump of 74% in US-related 
student travel plans and 
81% in Canada in 2023. The 
growth in student insur-
ance plans was much higher in Europe 
and UK (particularly Ireland) at 163% 
and 273%, respectively. 

“We have observed that university 
insurance is mandatory for undergrad 
and MS courses, but private plans are 
allowed for MBA and postgraduate 
courses. The US ranks first among coun-
tries for which students buy our health 
plans,” says Aashish Sethi, head -health 
SBU and travel at Bajaj Allianz General 
Insurance.

Even in countries where govern-
ment-backed insurance plans are availa-
ble, such as NHS in the UK, education 
counsellors will still advice you to buy a 
private plan. “We highlight the impor-
tance of taking insurance from our own 
country in our pre-departure sessions 
with students. One, there is price arbi-

trage. Second, there are non-medical 
benefits. Even in case of countries where 
the health insurance premium cost is 
included in the visa itself, it is better to 
take a private plan because the govern-
ment-backed health plans are not 
extensive. Consultations with doctors, 
or procedures such as dental or eye care 
are not covered in such plans. If one does 
not want a private coverage for the 
entire duration, we suggest they take it 
for at least a month while they settle 
down,” says Mayank Maheshwari, 
co-founder & COO, University Living.

Sethi of Bajaj Allianz says the long 
waiting period for treatment within the 
government-funded healthcare system 

such as the NHS in the UK 
is a major concern. “A pri-
vate plan allows you to get 
quick treatment.”

Moreover, on-campus 
insurance will not give you 
wider coverage. For 
instance, it will not offer 
coverage for events that 
happen outside the cam-
pus. “Student travel insur-

ance extends coverage beyond the uni-
versity campus, providing protection in 
unknown environments. If a student 
plans a trip to a nearby country such as 
Mexico or Cuba, having a student travel 
insurance ensures coverage for such 
excursions, enhancing their overall 
safety net,” says Chhabra.

Non-medical benefits 
Apart from medical cover, a compre-

hensive student travel plan also offers trip-
related covers for common carrier delay, 
trip cancellation, trip abandonment, loss 
of baggage, and also loss of personal 
belongings. “These covers are equally 
important for students since most of them 
usually travel back home during vacation 
and might face inconvenience due to trip-
related crisis. They can also get a cover for 
loss of personal belongings like laptop and 

Indian insurers 
usually have a tie 
up with a global 

insurance firm or 
a TPA having a 

global network of 
hospitals

P O W E R
P O I N T
V I J A Y  K U P P A  

T
ax-saving investments are an essential part of financial 
planning, and equity linked saving schemes (ELSS) have 
gained popularity for their dual benefit of tax savings and 

potential wealth creation through equity investments. However, 
picking the right ELSS fund is not that straightforward, given 
wide range of options available, across different fund houses. 

Here is a checklist that can help to choose a suitable ELSS fund. 
Fund performance: Look for a fund with a solid long-term 

track record across various market cycles. Consistent perform-
ance is a good indicator of the fund’s reliability. Avoid selecting 
funds based on short-term performance. Look for three-, five-, 
seven- and 10-year period returns. A fund which has performed 
well over all periods would indicate consistent performance. 

Investment framework: Opt for a fund that has a well-de-
fined investment framework. 

We welcome your views and comments at

mintmoney@livemint.com

m
ASK MINT

I N S U R AN C E

Do you have a personal 
finance query? Send in your 
queries at 
mintmoney@livemint.com 
and get them answered by 
industry experts.

Akshay Dhand

I recently came to know 
about the option to pay 
insurance premiums with a 
credit card. Are there any 
additional charges associ-
ated with using a credit 
card for such payments?

—Name withheld on request

The process to pay insur-
ance premiums through credit 
card is very similar to the other 
digital payment processes. 
The customer can make pay-
ment for their underlying pre-
mium using credit cards phys-
ically at the insurance compa-
nies’ branches or that of their 
distributors. The other option 
is to make payments through 
digital devices using online 
mode payments and adding 
the credit cards while making 
the final payments. Life insur-
ance companies have been 
leading the pack by continu-
ously increasing the modes of 
payment for insurance premi-
ums thereby making it agile 
and easier for the customers to 
make timely payments. In 
addition, most insurance com-
panies do not levy any addi-
tional charge for opting to pay 
through this mode.

I have recently started 
working and bought a 
health insurance policy. 
However, I’m uncertain 
about the coverage for dis-
eases like cancer or heart 
attack, especially consider-
ing my family’s history with 
these conditions. Are there 
dedicated critical illness 
insurance plans available, 
and is it necessary to main-
tain separate coverage spe-

Should I use a credit card for 
insurance premium payment?

ISTOCKPHOTO

underperforming significantly compared to the broader indices. 
The proceeds may be reinvested in non-ELSS schemes with bet-
ter potential. 

ELSS versus other tax-saving avenues 
ELSS is a pure equity product. So, it is bound to go through vol-

atile phases. Risk-averse investors might prefer the stability of 
Public Provident Fund (PPF), Sukanya Samriddhi scheme, 
National Savings certificate, etc. If the Section 80C limit (₹1.5 

lakh) of the investor is filled up by ave-
nues like the ones mentioned above or 
other avenues like insurance schemes, 
home loan principal payments, etc, 
then the investor need not invest in 
ELSS schemes. The tax treatment on 
the returns of ELSS funds are the same 
as other equity funds, so there is no 
incremental tax-benefit on its returns. 

Keeping tabs 
Contrary to common practice, ELSS funds require regular 

monitoring. Even if you may not redeem your investments in 
ELSS funds, you may opt to invest in a different funds for future 
investments. 

In conclusion, pick the ELSS fund as per your objectives, risk-
tolerance and horizon to hold the investments for at least three 
years. 

Vijay Kuppa is the chief executive officer of InCred Money .

OF TAX-SAVING INVESTMENTS: HERE’S HOW TO PICK THE RIGHT ELSS FUND 

Tax savings 
and potential 
wealth 
creation have 
made ELSS 
popular 

ISTOCKPHOTO
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cerns of over-regulation stifling innovation.
Therefore, India must boldly advance the 

interests of its growing digital economy 
without obsessing about regulatory space. 
To do so, it should reconsider its reflexive 
urge to govern digital markets based on a 
European template of ex-ante regulation. 
There are plenty of opportunities to simulta-
neously trim regulatory fat. For instance, a 
new empirical study by Esya Centre, a think-
tank, points towards an expectation among 
firms that the implementation of India’s new 
data protection law may cause “considerable 
operational and technical burdens.” Forth-
coming data protection rules can easily help 
rationalize operational aspects.

Given these considerations, India should 
aim to inspire the EU’s digital policymaking 
by designing more innovation-friendly regu-
lations and pushing Europe to liberalize its 
digital markets. This will let Indian products 
and services thrive in Europe. India must also 
abandon its historical defensive posture in 
trade negotiations and begin proactive advo-
cacy on behalf of its digital startups. The EU, 
on its part, must find ways to collaborate with 
India to reduce its dependence on Chinese 
hardware and American software. This 
requires a flexible policy strategy that will 
help the EU stay relevant in the digital space.

gate a complex maze between national regula-
tors and the European Commission. Many 
Indian internet companies will struggle to 
comply and may simply walk away from EU 
markets unless they have significant busi-
ness interests at stake.

Similarly, the white-paper on EU commu-
nication infrastructure advocates more reg-
ulation of cloud and other digital services on 
the premise that exercising sovereignty 
through heavy-handed licensing is the only 
way for the EU to compete with foreign play-
ers. This approach echoes its ‘2030 Digital 
Compass’ strategy which aims to reduce 
dependence on US and Chinese tech 
through regulation. Despite this regulatory 
zeal, only four European firms rank among 
the top 25 digital companies globally.

The EU’s attempt to diversify trade rela-
tions via FTAs isn’t easy to reconcile with its 
domestic rule-making. It seeks market 
access to India on one hand, and wants to 
raise the EU’s entry barriers on the other. 
FTAs can sometimes help resolve such con-
tradictions. For instance, it can enable the 
free flow of data between the two jurisdic-
tions, as the UK-India FTA is likely to do, 
despite differences in data protection stan-
dards. However, the EU’s hyper-vigilant reg-
ulatory and judicial oversight, designed to 

L
ast week, the European Union (EU) wit-
nessed a surge in digital policy activity 
that could impact trade ties with India. 

On 17 February, the Digital Services Act 
(DSA), which mandates increased safety 
compliance for online platforms, took effect. 
Also, on 21 February, the EU brought out a 
white-paper on ‘How to master Europe’s 
digital infrastructure needs’ advocating eco-
nomic protection for its communication 
industry. Meanwhile, digital trade is a key 
part of the India-EU Free Trade Agreement 
(FTA), which saw its seventh round of nego-
tiations conclude last week.

The EU’s policy agenda centres on the 
concept of ‘digital sovereignty,’ or the desire 
to enforce its legal authority in cyberspace. 
This push for more regulatory levers, how-
ever, seems at odds with efforts to accelerate 
digital trade. For instance, the DSA requires 
online businesses that target EU customers 
to adhere to new obligations such as trans-
parency mandates linked to algorithmic 
decision-making, and requires them to navi-

US primaries. With memories of the 
2016 Cambridge Analytica debacle still 
fresh, these have set off alarm bells as 
the big elections near.

This is where I take a contrarian 
stance. Look at Pakistan, which went 
to polls recently with a former prime 
minister in jail, his party symbols taken 
away and candidates threatened and 
imprisoned. While eventually other 
parties were declared to have won, most 
reports claim that Imran Khan’s party 
won convincingly despite heavy rigging 
and manipulation. Khan turned the nar-
rative of AI subverting democracy on its 
head by leveraging GenAI to canvass  
across the country while behind bars. 
GenAI was used to create footage of his 
urging voters to come out and vote for 
his party, and this was widely shared on 
YouTube and other online channels. 
People heeded his call and came out in 
record numbers, handing astonishing 
victories to his party candidates. With-
out taking sides here, Pakistan showed 
how AI could be used in a role different 
from that of a democracy-destroyer.

I am not denying the destructive 
power of deepfakes, and I fear their use 
in Indian and other elections to inflame 
discourse and shape narratives. How-
ever, there is a lot of good that AI can 
also do to improve elections, a core pil-
lar of democracy. The Pakistan example 

is one creative way. AI can also be used 
to enhance transparency, inclusivity 
and efficiency in elections. Its advanced 
data analysis capabilities can monitor 
election-related data in real-time, iden-
tifying any irregularities suggesting 
fraudulent activity. AI algorithms can 
detect patterns of irregularities in voter 
registrations or ballot submissions. AI 
can also improve the security of elec-
tronic voting systems. Additionally, 
threat-detection algorithms can help 
identify potential cyber threats. 

Generative AI can help upgrade voter 
education and awareness by generating 
hyper-personalized content on candi-
dates and their manifestoes, focused on 
local issues, in people’s local dialects. 
This personalized approach could 
enhance political awareness and spur 
informed voting, especially among mar-
ginalized groups. GenAI can help do 
this at scale and much lower cost with 
higher efficiency, thus empowering 
even less-moneyed candidates. 

AI-run systems can also enhance 
accessibility for voters with disabilities. 
AI-powered voice recognition systems, 
for instance, could assist visually 
impaired voters in casting votes. AI can 
parse the fire-hose of information on 
social media to gauge public opinion 
across demographic groups, ensuring 
that all sections of society are repre-
sented in the political conversation. 
Even something as mundane as the 
logistics of electioneering can be opti-
mised and costs saved, something very 
important for large countries like India. 
AI can help make voter registration and 
verification more efficient, eliminating 
long queues by calling up the data 
needed to verify eligibility well in time.

AI is a dual-use technology, with huge 
benefits accompanied by immense 
destructive power. As we try and con-
tain its adverse fallout on elections 
through deepfakes, we should also look 
at how it could improve our fragile 
democracies. Even if imperfectly, Imran 
Khan’s party succeeded in pointing this 
potential out to the world.

T
he tech narrative in the last two 
years has been dominated by 
artificial intelligence (AI) and the 

excitement and disruption generated 
by it. However, the narrative started to 
sour a little in the latter half of 2023, as 
ethical issues got thrown up—like copy-
right, bias, privacy and deepfakes. Now, 
with elections looming across most of 
the democratic world, 2024 promises to 
be the year when AI will experience its 
first major ethical test—whether it helps 
democracy or subverts it. Major democ-
racies like India, the US, UK, Indonesia 
and others go for pivotal elections this 
year. While deepfakes existed before 
GenAI, products like Sora and Stable 
Diffusion have democratized their pro-
duction, making them easier, faster and 
cheaper to make at scale. We are also at 
peak social media, with WhatsApp, Tik-
Tok and the like making their global 
distribution a piece of cake. Bangladesh 
and Slovakia went to polls earlier this 
year, and deepfakes came to the party. 
A Bangladeshi opposition leader was 
shown to be ambivalent about his sup-
port for Palestinians, a disastrous posi-
tion to take in the country. In Slovakian 
elections, also earlier this year, a major 
contender reportedly talked about 
rigging the elections and, even more 
alarmingly, raising the price of beer, 
which reportedly contributed to his 
defeat. A fake voice of President Joe 
Biden urged people not to vote in the 

Its use in Pakistan shows AI isn’t just about deepfakes and can also play a constructive role in polls 

JASPREET BINDRA
is a technology expert, author of ‘The Tech 

Whisperer’, and a Masters in AI and Ethics 

from Cambridge University.

India-EU trade mustn’t stumble on digital sovereignty 
VIVAN ShArAN 

U
nlike motorized carriages, motion 
pictures caught on like wildfire 
after they first showed up in India. 
This was more than a century ago, 
even before the ‘talkies’ era of 
movies. The difference lay not 

just in a mass-market desire to be moved by 
stories more than wheels. For a film, the cost of 
serving every extra customer is tiny compared 
to its production budget, so reaching far and 
wide is cheap and profitable; in contrast, car-
making bears heavy variable costs in addition to 
fixed, as each car is costly to make, which limits 
how many are cranked out. Offering digital fare 
across the internet is cheaper still, so much so 
that it amplifies the classic cinema advantage of 
a widely cast net for eyeballs. Especially keen 
to capitalize on this returns-to-scale reset has 
been Reliance, with its digital pivot of the past 
decade. In US-based Disney, it has found a part-
ner for a joint venture (JV) that could lead and 
possibly dominate India’s web viewing and TV 
broadcast market. Look again, and we may even 
be able to spot a common backstory—like the 
twin-separation trope of Hindi cinema—that 
could give their alliance an air of romance.

This week, Reliance Industries Ltd and Walt 
Disney Company joined hands to create a JV 
worth over ₹70,000 crore. This will be a media 
business in which Reliance will hold over 16% 
directly and almost 47% via Viacom18 (in which 
it owns 74%). The rest, a minority stake, will be 
held by Disney, which got Star’s Indian assets 
bundled along with its 2019 purchase of 20th 
Century Fox and has seemed keen on a local 
guardian ever since. As a parallel Sony-Zee 
merger proposal recently came apart, the Reli-
ance-Disney JV will wield significant market 
influence. This would be thanks not just to its 

offer basket of popular TV channels (which 
includes Viacom’s and Star TV’s), but also on 
account of its online platforms; backed by Reli-
ance’s deep pockets, Hotstar plus JioCinema 
could keep Netflix and Amazon Prime at bay in 
a high-octane battle for India’s click-and-watch 
audience. Overall, the JV’s ad-slot sellers could 
boast of inventory covering about a third of all 
Indian eyeballs engaged by general entertain-
ment. Given how finely splintered the viewer-
ship is, this share may prove enough to turn this 
part of the market from a buyer’s into a seller’s 
one. Meanwhile, Reliance’s retail and telecom 
presence hints of outreach synergies as well. 
Yet, while advertisers may be wary of the JV’s 
impact on their ad budgets, we can only guess 
how ad-rate dynamics will actually play out.

One reason why silent cinema had such high 
appeal in India was our long tradition of nau-
tanki style entertainers, with their simplified 
scenarios and exaggerated movements. It was 
the contours of this basic concept, adapted to 
animation, that gave Disney its early success 
too. Of course, today’s world of media content 
spans diverse genres, but this similarity evokes 
a separated-at-birth story of holding people in 
thrall that dates back to an era of showbiz inno-
cence, imagined or otherwise. Why bother? For 
one, we all love tales told well, so long as fiction 
doesn’t pretend to be true. For another, there’s 
a whiff of nostalgia around in the country for old 
entertainers that seemed to have a twin motive: 
to not just keep us glued to our screens, but also 
make the world a better place for everyone. It’s 
often what inspires the creativity we marvel at. 
So let’s watch this union for a blend of skills and 
values to emerge under the JV board’s over-
sight. After all, with every great attraction of 
eyeballs comes great responsibility.

Look for romance in the 
Reliance-Disney union

This media joint venture will shake up India’s online app and TV broadcast markets but the 

story to watch may be how they blend skills and converge on values held dear by showbiz
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Inflation
bites
Indian households have

been reducing their
savings to maintain
consumption, new data
released on Friday shows.

In the fiscal year ended
March 2013, the household
savings rate dropped once
again. The most likely
explanation for this is the
noxious combination of
slowing income growth
and high inflation. It is also
likely that households
cannot continue to save
less to maintain their
spending levels in these
tough times. Eventually
they will have to cut
purchases of consumer
goods and services as well.

None of this is good
news for the economy.
Consumer spending has
provided a cushion for
domestic demand when
investment spending has
collapsed. It will further
damageeconomicrecovery.

India has not seen a
consumer revolt yet. But
the data shows they could
be cutting back on vital
items such as healthcare to
buy food. Inflationary
policies of the ruling
United Progressive Alliance
in the name of inclusion
have paradoxically hurt
citizens.

Mint is also available for R8 with 

Hindustan Times in Delhi-NCR only

SECURING AIRWAVES

SC refuses to
put spectrum
auctiononhold

BY SHAUVIK GHOSH

shauvik.g@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

The Supreme Court on
Sunday rejected peti-
tions by Bharti Airtel

Ltd, Vodafone India Ltd and
Loop Telecom that sought a
stay on the spectrum auction
scheduled to start on Monday.

These three operators hold a
bulk of their airwaves on the
900 megahertz (MHz) band,
but their permits will expire in
November.

In Monday’s auction, the
other confirmed participants,
including Mukesh Ambani-
owned Reliance Jio Infocomm
Ltd, Idea Cellular Ltd, Tata
Teleservices Ltd, Aircel Ltd,
Telewings Communications
Services Pvt. Ltd (Uninor) and
Reliance Communications
Ltd,can bid for spectrum in the
900MHz band. Bharti, Voda-
fone and Loop wanted to re-
tain the radio frequencies for
themselves by paying market-
determined prices.

An apex court bench, com-
prising judges A.R. Dave and
S.A. Bobde, in a special hear-
ing on Sunday said the spec-
trum does not belong to the
operators which had permis-
sion to use it for 20 years.

The court, however, admit-
ted a petition challenging a 31
January order of the Telecom
Disputes Settlement and Ap-
pelate Tribunal (TDSAT)
against the operators getting
their permits extended to con-
tinue using the 900MHz fre-
quency in Delhi, Mumbai and
Kolkata, where spectrum is be-
ing auctioned.

Eight companies have suc-
cessfully submitted applica-

tions to participate in Mon-
day’s auction.

TDSAT rejected the pleas of
Bharti, Vodafone, Idea and
Loop for extension of their 2G
spectrum permits.

While Bharti and Vodafone
will bid for spectrum in the
900MHz and 1,800MHz bands,
Loop has not applied to partic-
ipate in the auction, which
means it may have to exit the
telecom business. Loop oper-
ates only in Mumbai on
900MHz spectrum.

A Loop spokesperson last
week said the company is look-
ing at options to get its permit
extended to continue services.

Bharti, Vodafone and Idea
declined comment on Sun-
day’s developments.

All the major operators that
can afford a war chest are eye-
ing Loop’s assets in Mumbai
that’s likely to be worth some
`300 crore, a Mumbai-based
analyst with an international
brokerage said on condition of
anonymity.

A.M. Singhvi and Mukul Ro-
htagi represented the telcos
while additional solicitor gen-
eral K.V. Vishwanathan ap-
peared on behalf of the gov-
ernment.

While Rohatgi submitted
that the apex court should ask
the telecom department not to
declare the result of the auc-
tion till the court decides on
the appeals, Singhvi contend-
ed that Vodafone has had the
permit for 20 years since 1994,
and so has the right over the
spectrum and the licence
should be extended for anoth-
er 10 years.

“It does not mean that you
should have a monopoly,” the
two-judge bench said.

The telcos have argued that
their mobile services may be
discontinued, which may re-
sult in a complete breakdown
of mobile telephony services in
the country and leave hun-
dreds of millions of their sub-
scribers in the lurch. However,
the government said that con-
sumers can change their oper-
ator under the mobile number
portability facility. According
to Telecom Regulatory Author-
ity of India rules, a subscriber
can port to another operator
within seven working days of
applying for the same.

“We accept the averments
made in the affidavit in the
hope and trust that DoT (de-
partment of telecommunica-
tions) has fully gone into the
technological aspects of the
transitional period and ar-
rangements are in place to en-
sure that there is no disloca-
tion in the mobile telephone
service in the country,” the tel-
ecom tribunal said on Friday.

PTI contributed to this story.

Court rejects pleas by
Airtel, Vodafone, Loop,
which wanted to retain
spectrum by paying
market­set prices

CEO RACE

The Satya Nadella story: from
India to an insider at Microsoft
BY DON CLARK, MONICA

LANGLEY & SHIRA OVIDE

The Wall Street Journal
·························

Satya Nadella recalls asking
Steve Ballmer in a manage-

ment performance review how
he stacked up against “greats”
from Microsoft Corp.’s past. The
chief executive called the ques-
tion “nonsense”, because it
didn’t focus on the future of the
company.

The moment transformed
Nadella’s thinking. “What drives
me every morning and what
keeps me up every night is one
thing: this business is not about
longevity, it’s about relevance,”
Nadella said in an interview in
October.

It is also a window into the 46-
year-old Indian immigrant and
consummate Microsoft insider
who appears on the brink of be-
ing chosen to pilot the tech gi-
ant as it seeks to reverse years of
waning influence.

Nadella is currently in con-
tract negotiations to succeed
Ballmer as chief executive offic-
er (CEO), a person familiar with
the situation said. Microsoft’s
board is scheduled to meet early
next week to approve Nadella’s
contract, this person said. It
may also weigh whether to
choose a new board chair if co-

founder and current chair Bill
Gates spends more time as an
adviser to Nadella, a request
Nadella made during his con-
tract negotiations.

Nadella is a specialist in some
of the software giant’s least sexy
but most technology-intensive
businesses, including software
for server systems and what the
industry calls cloud computing
services. He has helped wring
better numbers from some of
the company’s biggest opera-
tions, and is known for his ea-
gerness to please superiors.

But people who have worked
with Nadella say his greatest as-
set is an affable, collaborative

style that stands out at a compa-
ny known for big egos and heat-
ed arguments. His personality
and deep technical background
could help retain key engineers
or programmers that sometimes
head for the exits following a big
management change.

“It’s hard to find a single per-
son who doesn’t have a nice
thing to say about him, which is
rare at the top of a company,”
said Ravi Venkatesan, former
head of Microsoft’s India
operations. “You have to be
pretty hard-driving to get there,
and he’s humble, incredibly

TURN TO PAGE 3®

BY ANUP ROY

anup.r@livemint.com
·························
MUMBAI

Volumes in the newly
launched interest rate fu-

tures (IRF) have crashed, as a
steady drop in the underlying
bond prices led to heavy losses
for those who invested in the
product when it was launched
a fortnight ago.

Volumes in the IRF contract,
touted to be a good tool to
hedge against interest rates,
dropped to about one-tenth of
the volumes seen on debut.

To be sure, volumes on the
first day of trade of a new
product do not always accu-
rately reflect investor interest.

IRFs allow bond holders to
hedge their interest rate risk by
buying contracts for a future
date. Cash settlement enables
the investors to trade in such
contracts, and, as the name
suggests, settle the profit or
loss in cash without having the
physical bond. This makes
IRFs an independent deriva-
tive product that can be traded
apart from being used for
hedging purposes, which was
not allowed earlier.

When IRFs were launched

TURN TO PAGE 4®

Volumes in
interest rate
futures crash

Seven years of Mint

Dear Reader,
Mint turned 7

on 1 February. The
milestone came after
the latest edition of the
Indian Readership Sur-
vey said the paper now
has 310,000 readers,
more than Business
Standard and The Hindu
Business Line put togeth-
er, but less than half of
The Economic Times’
readership of 722,000. In
the seven years of its ex-
istence, Mint has proba-
bly won more regional
(read: Asian) awards for
journalism than any other
newspaper.

Still, numbers and
awards do not entirely
capture the journey of the
Mint newsroom to be In-
dia’s first truly integrated
newsroom and to practice a
style of clear, fair, fun and
in-depth journalism not
usually associated with
newsrooms in this part of
the world.

It’s a journey that contin-
ues (and it is you who will
tell us when we reach our
destination).

Thank you for your sup-
port.

R. Sukumar
P.S. The graphic tabulat-

ing the errors we made in
the course of our seventh
year can be seen on Page 2.

Numbers man: Nadella is a specialist in some of Microsoft’s least sexy
but most technology­intensive businesses.
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No computer has ever 
been designed that is ever 

aware of what it’s doing 
but most of the time, 

we aren’t either. 

MARVIN MINSKY

is partner at Koan Advisory 

Group. 

Ethical worries have surrounded 
the use  of AI in elections but its 

creative deployment in Pakistani 
polls by Imran Khan to canvass 
votes while in jail shows it can 

be put to democratic ends too.

AI can also be used to detect 
irregular voting patterns and 

enable the visually impaired to 
cast their votes. As a dual-use 

technology, it offers us benefits 
even as it poses threats.

Q U I C K  R E A D

to regulate competition in digital markets 
via legislation akin to the EU’s Digital Mar-
kets Act. But attempts to pre-empt harms in 
fast-evolving and heterogenous digital mar-
kets will inevitably complicate trade negoti-
ations because states will forecast the future 
differently. As it is, India has historically 
maintained a cautious stance in negotiating 
international agreements involving services.

So what is the equilibrium here? The fact 
that both the EU and India see digital tech-
nology as a driver of economic progress could 
help find common ground. Indian software 

and services can under-
gird a resilient ‘Industry 
4.0’ in Europe. A capable 
India can help drive a dig-
ital transformation in 
Europe, which large 
industrial economies like 
Germany and France 
sorely need. Also, the 
European consensus on 
pre-emptive regulation of 
digital markets is begin-
ning to fray, as recently 
seen in Germany and 
France delaying an EU 
law to govern artificial 
intelligence (AI) over con-

secure European citizens and protect the 
common market, turns an ambitious agree-
ment elusive for two reasons.

First, EU courts tend to limit the types of 
exceptions to domestic rules that FTAs can 
enable because of an institutional preoccu-
pation with legal sovereignty. This was evi-
dent in the annulment of the US-EU ‘Privacy 
Shield’ agreement by the European Court of 
Justice in 2015 on concerns about American 
surveillance laws. The Privacy Shield was 
meant to help bridge the gap in standards for 
data protection between the US and EU. 
Expansive legislation like 
the DSA, which seeks to 
further extend the EU’s 
digital sovereignty over 
digital businesses, will 
likely trigger more judi-
cial intervention in 
cyberspace, thus creat-
ing uncertainty for trade 
and investment.

Second, the EU has 
catalysed a global race to 
regulate digital markets 
using an ex-ante 
approach. Indian policy-
makers are already con-
templating similar ways 

The EU is seeking greater market 
access in India but raising its own 

trade barriers through digital 
rules that it considers a matter 
of its sovereignty. India-EU ties 

could become a casualty of this.

New Delhi should give up its 
defensive posture and nudge the 
EU to liberalize regulation so that 

trade with India can reduce its 
dependence on Chinese 

hardware and US software.

Q U I C K  R E A D
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There’s also a positive side of AI 
that can strengthen democracy
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T
hese are tumultuous times, with the 
resurgence of farmer unrest. Earlier in 
February, there was a state rebellion 
about unfair fiscal treatment by the 
Union government which was more 
worrying, and not just because the 

chief ministers of aggrieved states staged a street 
protest in Delhi.

All states in India get a percentage share of gross 
taxes collected by the Centre. The aggregate share, 
as well as the share of each state, is prescribed by a 
succession of Finance Commissions (FCs) for five 
years at a time. Once accepted in Parliament, each 
state’s tax share becomes a statutory obligation, 
both the percentage payable as well as the dates on 
which payments fall due. I have often spoken of 
this statutory provision as being the Fevicol that 
has held the Indian federation together.

We are presently in the period 2021-22 to 
2025-26 covered by the 15th FC, which set states’ 
aggregate share at 41% of gross tax collections at 
the Centre (net of tax collection costs). Let us look 
at 2022-23 (FY23), for which we have audited final 
numbers (the current year FY24 figures are subject 
to further revision). When the FC provision is 
reconfigured after deducting costs of collection in 
FY23, the recalculated FC prescription moves 
down just a notch to 40.8 % of reported gross tax 
revenue of the Centre.

It is better to adjust the target in that manner, so 
that the reported gross tax revenue can be directly 
used thereafter to compare the percentage states 
actually got with the adjusted target. In FY23, 
states received in aggregate ₹9.5 trillion as their 
tax share, which was 31.1% of the reported gross 
tax revenue of the Centre, well below the adjusted 
target of 40.8 %.

The reason for that shortfall is that Central 
cesses and surcharges (education, health, familiar 
to all taxpayers), superimposed on the basic tax 
structure are excluded from the shareable reve-
nue base because they are supposedly temporary 
add-ons. States accuse the Centre of using them 
as a stratagem to reduce the statutory payment 
to states.

An important caveat post the Goods and Services 
Tax (GST) is that a GST cess is levied and collected 
by the Centre, but only to pay compensation to 
those states which failed to reach a required reve-
nue level during the first five years, till end-June 
2022. The GST cess continues to be levied to cover 
deficits on compensation due to those states (my 
column of 4 August 2023; tinyurl.com/2wsdpjvk). So 
some part of the ‘denied distance’ is on account of a 
cess fully paid out to (some) states. If states’ share is 
re-computed as a percentage of gross tax revenue of 
the Centre minus the GST cess, it goes up to 32.5% 
in FY23, still 8.3% below the FC target of 40.8 %.

State-level rumbles in the Indian 
federation: Can the 16th FC help? 
The kernel of states’ disaffection needs to be addressed urgently for the federal structure of the national Union to be preserved
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D
id you hear? Google has been 
accused of a secret vendetta against 
Caucasians. Elon Musk exchanged 

tweets about this conspiracy on X more 
than 150 times this week, all on portraits 
generated with Google’s new AI chatbot 
Gemini. Like Ben Shapiro, Musk reacted to 
its image diversity: Female popes! African-
looking Nazis! Indigenous founding 
fathers! Google apologized and paused the 
feature. Clearly, the company did a shoddy 
job over-correcting tech that had a racist 
skew. No, CEO Sundar Pichai wasn’t 
infected by a woke mind virus. Rather, he’s 
growth obsessed.

Three years ago, Google got in trouble 
when its photo-tagging tool started label-
ling some African-American people as 
apes. It shut the feature and then fired two 
of its leading AI ethics researchers. These 
were the folks whose job was to make sure 
Google’s tech was fair in how it depicted 
women and minorities. Not overly diverse 
like Gemini, but equitable and balanced.

When Gemini started spouting images 
of non-Caucasian German World War II 
soldiers, it was a sign that the ethics team 
hadn’t become more powerful, but was 
being ignored amid Google’s race against 
Microsoft and OpenAI to dominate genera-
tive web search. Proper investment would 
have led to a smarter approach to diversity.

People who test artificial intelligence 
(AI)  systems for safety are outnumbered by 
those whose job is to make them bigger and 
more capable by 30-to-1, according to an 
estimate  by Center for Humane Technol-
ogy. Often they are shouting into a void and 
told not to get in the way. Google’s earlier 
chatbot Bard was so faulty that it made fac-
tual errors in its marketing demo. Employ-
ees had warned about that, but managers 
didn’t listen. One posted that Bard was 
“worse than useless: please do not launch,” 
and many of the 7,000 staffers who viewed 
the message agreed, according to a Bloom-
berg News investigation. Not long after, 
engineers who’d carried out a risk assess-
ment told their Google superiors that Bard 
could cause harm and wasn’t ready. You 
can guess what Google did next: It released 
Bard to the public.

Google’s rushed, faulty AI isn’t alone. 
Microsoft’s Bing chatbot wasn’t just inac-
curate, it was unhinged, telling a New York 
Times columnist soon after its release that 
it was in love with him and wanted to 
destroy things. Google has said that 
responsible AI is a top priority, and that it 
was “continuing to invest in the teams” that 
apply its AI principles to products. A 
spokeswoman for Google said the com-

pany is “continuing to quickly address 
instances in which [Gemini] isn’t respond-
ing appropriately.” 

OpenAI, which kickstarted Big Tech’s 
race for a foothold in generative AI, nor-
malized the rationale for treating us all like 
guinea pigs with new AI tools. Its website 
describes an “iterative deployment” phi-
losophy, where it releases products like 
ChatGPT quickly to study their safety and 
impact and to prepare us for more power-
ful AI in the future. Google’s Pichai says 
much the same. By releasing half-baked AI 
tools, he’s giving us “time to adapt” to when 
AI becomes super powerful, according to 
comments made in an interview last year.

Asked what keeps him up at night, Pichai 
said, with no trace of irony, that it was 
knowing that AI could be “very harmful if 
deployed wrongly.” So what was his solu-
tion? Pichai didn’t mention investing more 
in researchers who make AI safe, accurate 
and ethical, but pointed to greater regula-
tion, a solution beyond his control. “There 
have to be consequences for creating deep-
fake videos which cause harm to society,” 
he said, referring to AI videos that could 
spread misinformation. “Anybody who has 
worked with AI for a while, you know, you 
realize this is something so different and so 
deep that we would need societal regula-
tions to think about how to adapt.”

This is a bit like the chef of a restaurant 
saying, “Making people sick with salmo-
nella is bad, and we need more food inspec-
tors to check our raw food,” when they 
know there are no food inspectors to speak 
of and won’t be for years. It gives them 
licence to dish out tainted food. The same 
is true in AI. With regulations far off, Pichai 
knows the onus is on his company to build 
AI systems that are fair and safe. But now 
that he is caught up in the race to put gen-
erative AI into everything quickly, there’s 
little incentive to ensure that it is. 

We know about Gemini’s diversity bug 
because of all the tweets on X, but the AI 
model may have other problems we don’t 
know about—issues that may not trigger 
Elon Musk but are no less insidious. The 
female popes and non-Caucasian founding 
fathers are products of a deeper, years-long 
problem of putting growth and market 
dominance before safety. Expect our role 
as Big Tech guinea pigs to continue until 
that changes. ©BLOOMBERG

Google’s Gemini shows we are 
guinea pigs for generative AI

Google’s bumbling new Gen-AI tool isn’t too woke but too rushed

Google’s Sundar Pichai should invest more 

in AI safety and quality BLOOMBERG

In addition to the tax share (the dominant com-
ponent), FCs also prescribe absolute statutory 
grants, unconnected to Central tax revenue. If we 
add grant payouts in FY23 to the tax share, states 
received a statutory flow at 38.4% of gross tax reve-
nue (minus the GST cess).

Then there are non-statutory flows from the 
Centre to states through Cen-
trally Sponsored Schemes (with 
co-payment by states), and other 
Central schemes. Although non-
statutory, these still carry fund-
ing commitments, but there can 
be many grounds for state griev-
ances here, including processing 
delays and imposition of politi-
cally fraught conditionalities. 
Adding these on, states’ share 
climbs up to 57.8% of gross Cen-
tral tax revenue (minus the GST 
cess). In addition, there are other 
flows, such as a 50-year interest-
free loan with bullet repayment 
to states for capital expenditure, 
and externally funded grants 
routed through the Centre.

Adding up all the pieces, states received a total 
flow of ₹18 trillion in FY23. Despite that, the kernel 
of the present dissatisfaction has to do with the 
statutory tax share working out to 8.3 percentage 
points below the target calculated here of 40.8%, 
even after removing the GST cess from gross tax 

revenue (because it is shared, but differently).
The 16th FC is in place. Perhaps it could incen-

tivize the Centre to merge cesses and surcharges 
into the basic tax structure (the GST cess has to be 
phased out in any case) in exchange for a lower 
aggregate share for states. It is only since FY16 that 
states’ share got dramatically ramped up from 32% 

to 42% on the recommendation 
of the 14th FC (now at 41% with 
Jammu and Kashmir transferred 
from state to Union territory sta-
tus). There is a lesson to be learnt 
from the present effective tax 
share languishing at 32.5%, near 
the nominal level at which it was 
pegged before the ramp-up.

Some states like Karnataka 
have individual grievances about 
their percentage of the aggre-
gate having fallen over time. 
That is because the distribution 
formula for the tax share com-
pensates for inter-state dispari-
ties. Tax revenues collected from 
states like Karnataka and Maha-

rashtra are generated from economic activity all 
over the country, but paid from those jurisdictions 
because of corporate headquarters and high-in-
come individuals located there. In the end, all 
states have a stake in belonging to the Indian 
Union, with the free movement of people and 
goods that it affords across a vast market.

In FY23, states got a total of ₹9.5 
trillion as their tax share, which 
was 31.1% of the reported gross 
tax revenue of the Centre, well 

below the target of 40.8% 
adjusted for collection costs.

The 16th Finance Commission 
could perhaps incentivize the 
Centre to merge cesses and 
surcharges into the basic tax 

structure in exchange for a lower 
aggregate share for states.

Q U I C K  R E A D

MINT

ThEIr VIEW

nian proxies in Syria, Iraq and Yemen tar-
geting it. As a consequence, threat of escala-
tion remains high and America’s Joe Biden 
administration is under political pressure at 
home to restrain Israeli forces.

While support for Ukraine languishes in 
Western capitals, support for Israel is also 
wavering. Both are dependent on external 
support as a key variable in their battle 
strategies and both find themselves vulner-
able. In both theatres, information is being 
deployed effectively to turn the tide of the 
war in favour of one side or the other. And 
in both cases, Western societies and politics 
are shaped by their aversion to casualties 
while the other side seems to have no such 
compunction. This means that both 
Ukraine and Israel are facing a challenge in 
bringing their ends, ways and means in sync 
to achieve sustainable battlefield and politi-
cal outcomes. And it is this lack of strategic 
coherence that is now putting pressure on 
one country which saw its territorial sover-
eignty violated by a powerful neighbour 
and another that suffered a brutal terror 
attack on its citizens. It can only be hoped 
that Indian policymakers and military plan-
ners are learning the right lessons from 
these conflicts that show no sign of coming 
to a conclusive end anytime soon.

the Russians, but also from the US and 
France’s European partners such as Ger-
many and the UK.

The US promptly made it clear that the 
“path to victory” in Europe is to provide 
Ukraine with military aid, “so Ukrainian 
troops have the weapons and ammunition 
they need to defend themselves,” and that 
“the US will not send troops to fight in 
Ukraine.” The UK too underlined that it had 
no plans for a large-scale military deploy-
ment to Ukraine, beyond the small number 
of personnel already training Ukrainian 
armed forces. German Chancellor Olaf 
Scholz also reiterated that no European 
country or Nato member state would send 
troops to Ukraine.

This is a delicate moment in the Ukraine 
war. Two years into the conflict, Russia 
seems to have an upper hand on the battle-
field. It has gained some ground in the last 
few weeks, though its strategic utility 
remains disputed. While Putin seems to 
have realized that he just needs to wait this 
out in the context of political polarization in 
the US and public disaffection in European 
countries, the West is still trying to work 
out a position that can convey with a degree 
of credibility that it would stand by Ukraine 
even as costs—both economic and politi-

I
t should go without saying that fighting 
wars is a nasty business. The political, 
economic and moral corrosion that wars 

bring with their onslaught is often difficult 
for distant onlookers to decipher from the 
outside. In a contemporary context, this is 
especially true; for people who are not 
involved directly, wars are largely an audio-
visual experience, to be imbibed merely as 
information or entertainment, devoid of 
their political and strategic contexts. And 
for a large part of the developed world, 
which had lulled itself into believing that 
wars would only be fought in faraway lands 
without imposing any significant costs 
directly, this is a moment of reckoning.

Europe is struggling to find an adequate 
response to the challenge of managing Rus-
sian aggression against Ukraine. When 
French President Emmanuel Macron 
recently suggested that while there was “no 
consensus” on sending Western troops to 
Ukraine, “nothing should be excluded,” it 
resulted in a strong response not only from 

There’s a lesson for India in the wars going on overseas
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Israel launched a large-scale air and ground 
campaign in Gaza after Hamas terrorists 
killed about 1,200 people in southern Israel 
last October, and has now entered a phase 
where there is a worldwide focus on the 
humanitarian crisis Israeli actions have 
unleashed. Israel is now under pressure not 
to launch an offensive in Rafah, which its 
military believes is the last holdout of 
Hamas but where there are about 1.5 million 
Palestinians taking shelter as well.

But Israeli forces have struggled with 
getting their strategy right from the very 

beginning. Their tactics 
have resulted in a lot of 
destruction and some 
ostensible degradation 
of Hamas capabilities, 
but beyond that, Israel’s 
Binyamin Netanyahu 
government has not 
offered any real coherent 
plan for moving forward 
in Gaza when it comes to 
governance and recon-
struction. 

Israel is having to fight 
on multiple fronts, with 
Hamas and Hezbollah 
militants as well as Ira-

cal—might continue to rise. On one hand, 
while an American aid package for Ukraine 
is stuck in the US House of Representatives, 
Europeans are finding it difficult to even 
come out with consensus statements in 
support of Ukraine. Last week, Hungary 
blocked a statement shepherded by the 
European Council President Charles 
Michel, pledging “unwavering” support for 
Ukraine. So while Macron can maintain 
that “the defeat of Russia is indispensable to 
security and stability in Europe,” it is not 
clear if the West has adequate means availa-
ble to achieve this end. 
Russia has no such con-
straints, as its war aims 
are being supported by 
its own economy on a 
war footing as well as its 
allies like North Korea 
and Iran.

The other war that is 
raging in the Middle East 
is also showing no signs 
of coming to a conclu-
sion, despite US Presi-
dent Joe Biden’s claims 
that he is hopeful of a 
ceasefire by next week. 
This war began when 

People living far away from 
zones of global conflict may 

underestimate their stake in the 
violence but it’s important to 

learn from the current moment 
of reckoning faced by the West. 

Anti-war protests and casualty 
aversion in democracies backing 

Ukraine and Israel have made 
it harder for the two to achieve 
victory as pressure mounts on 

their backers to back off. 
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