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QUICK EDIT

India has announced a policy 
for electric vehicles (EVs) that 
lowers the import duty for for-
eign-made EVs brought in by 
overseas auto majors. They’ll be 
allowed to import annually up 
to 8,000 EVs valued at $35,000 
or more at a reduced import 
duty of 15% for five years, pro-
vided they invest at least $500 
million in local manufacturing 
over the next three years. They 
must ramp up domestic value 
addition to 50% in five years 
and provide bank guarantees 
that could be used to claw back 
the duty benefit if the invest-
ment or localization conditions 
aren’t met. Supply chains take 
time to set up, so players like 
Tesla have a fair argument for 
low-barrier imports for test 
launches while assembly lines 
come up. This isn’t exactly the 
red carpet that Tesla may have 
hoped for, given the stiff stipu-
lations. Also, it cannot be 
expected to electrify traffic in a 
big way. The high price cut-off 
for imports maintains protec-
tion for the bulk of India’s local 
automobile industry. While 
this will hopefully see Tesla cars 
on Indian streets, signalling a 
marquee win on the optical 
front, what we need more 
acutely is a plan that ensures it’s 
renewable power that runs EVs 
as they proliferate in India.

Tesla: Red 
carpet?

Jas Bardia/Devina Sengupta

BeNGALuru/MuMBAI

I
ndia’s biggest IT services company is 
offering a special incentive to its 
vendors to sign up senior talent fast, 

with the caveat that they lose it if the 
employee leaves within six months.

Tata Consultancy Services’ new 
Quick Joiner Incentive Plan offers ven-
dors ₹40,000 per senior candidate 
over and above their fees, if they join in 
less than 30 days. 

The urgency to get experienced 
employees is a sign that markets are 
probably opening up for the IT servi-
ces firm.

“Incentives will be paid over and 
above the rate card for the assigned 
skill and job code...with experience 
range of 10-15 years...The overall paid 
amount (base rate and incentive) will 
be recoverable if the candidate leaves 
the organization in 180 days,” said a 
mail sent to some of the TCS vendors in 
March, and seen by Mint.

Some of the skills required by TCS, 
as per the email, include proficiency in 
Microsoft Teams, and Microsoft 365 
tools such as OneDrive, Word, Power-
Point and Outlook. TCS is also on the 
lookout for skills in Endpoint and 
SharePoint, which allow users to cre-
ate, manage and publish content on a 
website.

“While incentives were offered in 
2022 during the hiring frenzy, last year 
was subdued,” said a TCS vendor who 
received the email. “This year, 
these additional perks to vendors indi-
cate that the IT services firms are 
expecting new mandates for which 
they need experienced employees to 

implement projects.”
TCS declined to comment.
Typically, a vendor gets 8-12% of the 

annual compensation that a candidate 
earns for permanent recruitments. For 
those on staffing or contract (not on 
payrolls), vendors get paid at a flat 
rate. According to recruiters, candi-
dates with experience levels of 10-15 
years draw annual salaries upwards of 
₹30 lakh.

Analysts tracking the sector note the 
preference for experienced employees 
over fresh hires. “TCS has a robust deal 
pipeline and they are hiring mid- to 
senior-level talent with 10 years of 
experience and above because of deals 
that are ramping up,” said Omkar 
Tanksale, research analyst at Axis 
Securities, adding that TCS needs 
experienced business analysts and 
software experts to develop complex 

TURN TO PAGE 6

TCS offers sops to 
bring in senior staff 
ready to join early

In Jan 2024, TCS won its biggest 

outsourcing deal from British 

insurance group Aviva. MINT



PLAIN FACTS

PEANUTS by Charles M. Schulz

Madanlal is linked to the MKJ and Keventer groups—also big donors

Financial data on a stand-alone basis. Financial data for Madanlal for 2021-22, and for MKJ 
Enterprises and Keventer Agro (which did not make any donations directly but is the group 
flagship) for 2020-21. Keventer Global and Sarvesh Housing are shareholders in Keventer Agro.

Source: Election Commission of India, CMIE, Keventer Agro website, ministry of corporate affairs
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Madanlal Ltd and its 
director Radhe Shyam 
Khetan are linked to 

Keventer Group through 
other companies and 
directors. While MKJ 

Enterprises is not shown 
here, Madanlal mentions 

on its website that it is from 
the MKJ Group.

BEFORE 2017, the Companies Act allowed companies to donate to political parties, but within limits. Companies 
could donate up to 7.5% of the three-year average of their net profit. Effectively, companies needed to be cumulatively 
profitable over three years to be able to donate. They also had to specify the names of parties to which they had 
donated. The electoral bonds scheme did away with both profitability and disclosure requirements.

It brought companies like Madanlal into play. Between 2016-17 and 2019-20, the firm posted a cumulative net loss 
of ₹2.62 crore. Under the old regime, Madanlal could not have donated to a political party. But the electoral bonds 
scheme allows it to donate using its own funds, and to donate on behalf of others, without limits, which it possibly did.

The first indication is the sharp rise in its revenues, the timing of which overlaps with the launch of the electoral 
bonds scheme on 1 March 2018. Madanlal’s revenues increased from ₹20 crore in 2016-17 to ₹150 crore in 2018-19 and 
to ₹297 crore in 2019-20, before crashing to ₹3 crore in 2021-22. In the annual reports, the big revenue jumps are 
recognized as “other operating income” and no further explanation is provided. Interestingly, even as revenues 
soared, profits barely budged. According to Madanlal’s 2019-20 annual report, it is “primarily engaged in trading in 
stainless steel and allied products”.

Since the electoral bonds were purchased in May 2019, in the old disclosure regime, they would have found a 
mention in the company’s 2019-20 statements. But the 2019-20 annual report of Madanlal is silent on purchases of 
electoral bonds, as there was no legal requirement to do so by that time.

Without Disclosures

IF REVENUES soar, but profits remain flat, expenses 
must have risen in parallel, and this is what we find with 
respect to Madanlal. When “normal” companies scale 
sharply in terms of revenues, accompanied by a bump in 
expenditure, this is typically because they have had to 
buy more raw materials or hire more people to make 
those extra revenues happen. This is the extra cost of 
doing more business.

In Madanlal’s case though, almost all the jump in 
expenses came from just one item, tucked away under 
the innocuous head, “other expenditure”. One of the sub-
heads under “other expenditure” is “donations”, which 
amounted to 75% of total expenditure in 2017-18, 85% in 
2018-19, and 96% in 2019-20.

More interestingly, while the electoral bonds data, 
which starts from 12 April 2019, shows Madanlal bought 
bonds amounting to ₹186 crore, the company’s annual 
reports show it spent ₹440 crore on “donations” between 
2017-18 and 2019-20. 

Given that the electoral bonds scheme started on 1 
March 2018, it is possible that more bonds were 
purchased. In either case, where Madanlal received the 
money from is not disclosed.

Like Madanlal, there are several companies whose 
purchases of electoral bonds show a mismatch with their 
running scale of operations and profitability. Of the 1,263 
buyers, we were able to match 771 companies with the 
database of the corporate affairs ministry database. 

Of these 771, CMIE had financial data for 329 
companies whose electoral bond purchases amounted to 
₹9,185 crore. For 10 of those, electoral bond purchases 
exceeded their cumulative profit between 2016-17 and 
2022-23, which wouldn’t have been possible in the older 
regime.

www.howindialives.com is a database and search 
engine for public data.

Without Limits

E
lectoral bonds, meant to ensure transparency in funding of political parties, have ended up potentially compromising 
corporate governance by enabling the flow of funds between companies via various financial arrangements—without 
limits and without adequate disclosures, data released last week shows. One such opaque arrangement involved the 

use of small, nondescript group companies as pass-throughs, as the case of Kolkata-based Madanlal Ltd shows.
Madanlal Ltd bought electoral bonds for ₹186 crore. Its website says it’s a part of the MKJ Group and Keventer Group, 

whose two other companies bought electoral bonds separately worth ₹192 crore and ₹195 crore, respectively. Each of these 
three companies was among the top 10 buyers of electoral bonds, but none seemed prudently aligned with their underlying 
businesses’ profits. Madanlal’s extent of disproportion was especially glaring—in 2021-22, its total income was just ₹3 crore.

Its annual reports don’t disclose where the money to buy electoral bonds came from; an email questionnaire sent to the 
company remained unanswered. What is known is that Madanlal bought its bonds on 8 and 10 May 2019, preceding the last 
two stages of the 2019 general elections that saw voting for 118 seats, including 17 from West Bengal. A director of Madanlal 
is Radhe Shyam Khetan, who is also a director in MKJ Enterprises. Data from the ministry of corporate affairs shows that 
through various companies, or directors therein, links can also be traced to the Keventer Group. With the electoral bond 
scheme, these connections started mattering more.

The bond path to bad 
corporate governance

BY howiNdiAlivES.com

Source: Election Commission of India; 
howindialives.com calculation based on CMIE data

Madanlal's revenues grew with its electoral 
bond purchases, but profits didn't

Bond purchases of some firms amounted 
to several times their profits
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Why Kisan drones got off to a 
flying start uP10

How Edelweiss’s Gupta dialled 
up risk in her portfolio uP11
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a premium of between 12% and 21% 
to the swap ratio.

Some market observers say 
mutual funds might be expecting 
the delisting to not go through, jus-
tifying their bullishness on the bro-
kerage firm.

“The buying interest among 
funds is on hopes that the share-
holders would vote against the reso-
lution in its current form as they 
believe the standalone broking 
entity is more value-accretive. If the 

Nehal Chaliawala & Ram Sahgal

MUMBAI

M
ultiple mutual funds 
bought shares of 
ICICI Securities in 
February, ahead of a 
pivotal shareholder 

vote that will decide if the broking 
firm will remain publicly listed.

Interestingly, these funds bought 
ICICI Securities shares at a pre-
mium to the value of ICICI Bank 
shares they will get in exchange, if 
the delisting of ICICI Securities 
goes through. For every 100 shares 
of ICICI Securities, shareholders 
will get 67 shares of ICICI Bank, 
translating to a share swap ratio 
of 0.67.

However, throughout February, 
ICICI Securities shares traded at a 
premium to this swap ratio, throw-
ing up questions over the rationale 
of these mutual funds investing in 
the brokerage firm.

The volume weighted average 
price (VWAP) of ICICI Securities 
shares for February was 0.79 times 
the VWAP of ICICI Bank shares 
during the same period, as per 
Mint’s calculations. The closing 
price of ICICI Securities shares 
throughout the month was between 
0.75 and 0.81 times of ICICI Bank 
shares, data show. This translates to 

Delisting plan has seen pushback from minority investors

MFs snap up I-Sec 
as key vote looms

Gireesh Chandra Prasad 

gireesh.p@livemint.com

NEw DELHI

T
he federal strategy to 
boost capital expendi-
ture amid the covid pan-

demic has created a multiplier 
effect on economic growth ear-
lier than expected, a top gov-
ernment economist said, point-
ing to growing expectations of 
GDP growth surpassing projec-
tions this fiscal year.

“Capital expenditure has a 
multiplier effect of 2.45 com-
pared to 1 for revenue expendi-
ture or subsidies,” said Niti 
Aayog member Arvind Vir-
mani, also a former chief eco-
nomic advisor in the finance 
ministry. “That has given a big 
boost to growth... capital 
expenditure has been going up 
in the last two years and it has 
actually worked,” Virmani said 
in an interview. 

Virmani’s comments come 
at a time when many econo-
mists, including chief eco-
nomic advisor Anantha Nages-
waran, have said they expect 
the economy to grow at closer 
to 8%, even as the Union statis-
tics ministry pegged it at a 
lower 7.6% in February. 

The farm sector, which was 
impacted by erratic monsoons 

TURN TO PAGE 6

Capex bet has 
yielded rich 
dividends, 
says Virmani

The 2024 general election will be India’s 
longest since 1951-52, spread across 44 days. 
Over the years, poll spending and voter 
turnout have grown, and the gap between 
vote share and seat share has widened. Mint 
presents the journey in graphics. >P6

A walk through Lok Sabha 
elections over the years

The Centre plans to procure 400,000 
tonnes of tur and 200,000 tonnes of masur 
dal directly from farmers at the minimum 
assured procurement price (MAPP) or 
dynamic buffer procurement price (DBPP)
— whichever is higher. >P2

Centre to procure tur, masur 
dals directly from farmers

Large OTT platforms , secure in their scale 
and dominance, are able to confidently 
adopt advertising-led monetization models 
to offer content for free, squeezing smaller 
rivals. So the regional-language rivals have 
picked hybrid models of monetization . >P5

Big Streaming unlocks content, 
squeezing small regional peers

Boeing Co.’s disastrous start to 2024 is 
spilling over to airlines and their passengers 
as production delays at the US planemaker 
exacerbate an already nascent shortage of 
single-aisle jets that form the backbone of 
commercial air travel. >P7

Airlines grapple with Boeing’s 
supply woes
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resolution fails, the price of ICICI 
Securities will rise to the benefit of 
the fund’s clients,” a veteran at a 
leading asset management 
company said on condition of ano-
nymity.

When the swap ratio was first dis-
closed in June 2023, the spread 
between the listed bank and the 
broking entity was ₹21 a share. In 
such situations, buying the shares of 

TURN TO PAGE 9

ICICI 
Securities
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The closing price of ICICI Securities shares throughout February 

was between 0.75 and 0.81 times that of ICICI Bank shares.

SHArE WArE
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released by the ECI last week.
The donations given by 

Future Gaming, whose owner 
Martin has been under the 
Enforcement Directorate’s 
(ED) scanner, accounted for 
more than 75% of the total 
receipts from electoral bonds of 
₹676.5 crore disclosed by the 
DMK till January 2024, Mint 

calculations show.
Since most political parties 

have not disclosed the names of 
the donors, it was not known 
who were the beneficiaries of 
the balance ₹859 crore worth 
bonds purchased by Future 
Gaming.

The disclosure is part of the 
data dump pertaining to a total 
of 523 recognized and non-
recognized political parties 
made public by the Election 
Commission of India (ECI) on 

TURN TO PAGE 6

Tanay Sukumar 

tanay.sukumar@livemint.com

NEw DELHI

L
ottery King Santiago Mar-
tin donated ₹509 crore to 
Tamil Nadu’s ruling Drav-

ida Munnetra Kazhagam 
(DMK) through electoral bonds 
between October 2020 and 
April 2023, Election Commis-
sion data released on Sunday 
showed. This makes up 37% of 
the ₹1,368-crore worth of 
bonds that his company has 
bought since April 2019.

A letter by the DMK to the 
poll body, which the latter 
revealed on Sunday, showed 
that the party was a major recip-
ient of the donations from Mar-
tin’s Coimbatore-based Future 
Gaming and Hotel Services Pvt. 
Ltd, which has turned out to be 
the biggest buyer of India’s 
electoral bonds as per data 

Who got what via 
electoral bonds

Donations disclosure
The BJP received nearly half the funds received under the 
now-scrapped electoral bonds scheme.
Top five parties by cumulative electoral bond donations received since March 2018

This is a total based on two datasets: 1) donations disclosed to the ECI, which pertains 
to Mar 2018 to Sep 2023, and 2) donations encashed by parties as per SBI data for Oct 
2023 to Jan 2024.

Source: Election Commission of India, Mint calculations
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Centre to procure tur, masur 
dals directly from farmers

600,000 tonnes of dal procurement comes against the backrop of falling govt buffer stocks  

WhatsApp group in which the 
leader is said to interact with 
people and respond to their 
queries.The circulation of 
WhatsApp information is 

monitored at the district level 
to ensure it reaches the mas-
ses. “Whichever political party 
has higher WhatsApp groups 
under its banner can commu-

PTI

feedback@livemint.com

NEW DELHI

A
s the country gears up 
for the world’s biggest 
electoral exercise, mes-

saging platforms like What-
sApp and social media influen-
cers have emerged as the go-to 
mediums for political parties 
to influence voter psychology, 
ad gurus and political analysts 
say.

In the run-up to the 2024 
Lok Sabha elections, political 
parties are extensively using 
social media to propagate their 
achievements.

The BJP is sending voters a 

personalized ‘Letter from the 
Prime Minister’ on WhatsApp 
— which has over 500 million 
active users monthly in India 
— highlighting the achieve-
ments of the Narendra Modi 
government and seeking feed-
back.

The party launched the 
website ‘My First Vote For 
Modi,’ which allows visitors to 
pledge to vote for Modi and 
submit a video stating the rea-
son behind their choice. The 
website also hosts several 
short videos highlighting the 
development work done 
under the NDA government.

On the other hand, the Con-
gress runs a Rahul Gandhi 

nicate faster and better with 
the voters. It helps them to 
highlight their achievements 
instantly with a large user- 
base and influence the voters,” 
Amitabh Tiwari, an election 
analyst and commentator, 
said.

According to Tiwari, Face-
book, once the preferred plat-
form for social media cam-
paigning, has seen a downslide 
due to many restrictions on 
advertisements on political 
pages. Facebook boasts 366.9 
million users according to Sta-
tistica, a data-gathering and 
visualisation platform.

“Parties opt for social media 
platforms which help them 

connect with the masses 
instantly without much 
restrictions and have a large 
user-base. There are many 
other platforms like Instagram 
or Twitter, which cater to a 
specific audience and have dif-
ferent formats,” he said.

According to data from the 
Election Commission, the 
Bharatiya Janata Party spent a 
total of ₹325 crore for media 
advertisement (print and elec-
tronic, bulk SMS, cable web-
site, TV channel, etc) during 
the 2019 Lok Sabha polls, 
while the Congress incurred 
an expenditure of ₹356 crore.

After the covid-19 pan-
demic, the perspective 

towards social media as a tool 
of information has signifi-
cantly changed, Ankit Lal, 
founder of Politique Advisor 
and former IT Cell head of 
Aam Aadmi Party, said.

“Many political parties now 
adopt a digital-first strategy for 
their poll campaigns to con-
nect with voters who heavily 
depend on social media to get 
information. 

Social media influencers 
have become another impor-
tant medium through which 
parties try to influence the 
floating audience of those who 
do not vote but engage in con-
suming the narratives,” he 
said.

Social media influencers, WhatsApp emerge as campaign mediums 

The BJP is sending voters a personalized ‘Letter from the Prime 

Minister’ on WhatsApp. PTI

Dhirendra Kumar

dhirendra.kumar@livemint.com
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T
he Startup Mahakumbh, 
starting on Monday, may 
have Prime Minister Nar-

endra Modi as a special visitor, 
a senior government official 
said on Sunday. The three-day 
event is part of the govern-
ment’s initiative to promote the 
startup ecosystem to attract 
investments in the sector.

“We hope to get the Prime 
Minister to visit this event. Now 
that the election announce-
ment has come, there are for-
malities ... but we are still hope-
ful that we will be able to get 
him to this event,” said Rajesh 
Kumar Singh, secretary, 
Department for Promotion of 
Industry and Internal Trade 
(DPIIT), an arm of the com-
merce ministry.

“This event is over 100 times 
larger in scale than anything 
you have seen before. Policy 
dialogue will be a small part of 
the event. It is more about cele-
bration, showcasing success 
etc,” the DPIIT secretary said.

“We like to facilitate busi-
ness and industry, sometimes 
from the front but often from 
the back. The idea is to facili-
tate, promote and this event 
showcases the fact that our 
start-up ecosystem has become 
one of the largest in the world,” 
Singh said. 

DPIIT joint secretary Sanjiv 
said that 23 states are partici-
pating in the event.

PM Modi 
likely to visit 
startup 
mega event

resume only after the Lok 
Sabha elections. Both coun-
tries are actively working 
towards a fair and balanced 
agreement, and are in favour 
of closing the deal 
at the earliest, 
considering its 
significance for 
both the econo-
mies, the second 
person said.

Mint reported 
on 7 March that 
the deal may be 
postponed until 
after the general elections if a 
consensus has not been found 
on outstanding issues.

Queries emailed to the 

spokesperson of the Union 
commerce ministry and a UK 
official did not elicit a response 
at press time.

“The window for conclud-
ing the FTA is 
narrowing, given 
the limited time 
between national 
elections on both 
sides. While tech-
nical negotiations 
have brought us 
this far, a political 
grand bargain 
might be neces-

sary to break the gridlock, and 
London might need a resolu-
tion more than New Delhi at 
this juncture,” said Dr Dattesh 

Both parties have  
underscored

 the significance 
of finding a 

”feasible solution” 
to expedite

 the pact

Subhash Narayan

subhash.narayan@livemint.com
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T
he Union Cabinet has ini-
tiated the process of noti-
fying the dates for the 

seven-phase Lok Sabha 2024 
elections, under the Represen-
tation of the People Act, 1951. 

According to two people in 
the know, the Centre has 
approved the dates for the gen-
eral elections, and has for-
warded the Elec-
tion Commis-
s i o n ’ s 
r e c o m m e n d a -
tions to President 
D r o u p a d i 
Murmu. 

The first notifi-
cation is expected 
around mid-
March for the first 
phase of the election scheduled 
for 19 April, covering 102 seats. 
Separate notifications will be 
issued for each phase of the 
election. The nomination pro-
cess for elections starts after the 
issuance of notifications, said 
one of the two people. 

News agency ANI reported, 
citing sources, that the Cabinet 
has recommended the presi-

dent to issue statutory notifica-
tions for the elections to consti-
tute the 18th Lok Sabha.

Queries sent to the Prime 
Minister's Office (PMO) 
remained unanswered till press 
time.  According to the second 
person quoted above, following 
the meeting on Sunday morn-
ing, the Cabinet recommended 
the issuance of notifications for 
the different phases of the Lok 
Sabha elections.

The EC's recommendations 
are first sent to the 
law ministry. Sub-
sequently, the 
ministry prepares 
a note for the Cab-
inet for approval, 
and then the rec-
ommendations 
are forwarded to 
the President. The 
notifications pro-

vide for calling upon the Parlia-
mentary constituencies to elect 
members to the house of the 
people, on the dates recom-
mended by the EC in its pro-
ceedings. The EC on Saturday 
announced the schedule for 
the 18th Lok Sabha elections, to 
be held between 19 April and 1 
Jun. The counting of votes will 
be done on 4 June. 

Centre approves 
dates for elections 

The Centre has 
forwarded the 

Election 
Commission’s 

recommendation 
to President  

Droupadi Murmu  
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T
he Centre plans to procure 
400,000 tonnes of tur and 
200,000 tonnes of masur 
dal directly from farmers at 
the minimum assured pro-

curement price (MAPP) or dynamic 
buffer procurement price (DBPP)— 
whichever is higher —to boost thinning 
stocks, a senior official said.

The MAPP is the weighted average 
price of the previous three trading days 
in a district, while the DBPP is the 
weighted average price of the day of 
procurement, three previous days and 
three subsequent trading days. 

This comes against the backrop of 
falling government buffer stocks as 
market prices firm due to lower pro-
duction of tur and some other pulses.

“As part of the plan, these two pulses 
will be procured by the National Agri-
cultural Cooperative Marketing 
Federation of India Ltd 
(NAFED) and National 
Cooperative Consumers' 
Federation of India Lim-
ited (NCCF) directly 
from pre-registered 
farmers,” the official said. 

Tur procurement started 
in January and so far the two 
agencies have procured around 
8,000 tonnes of tur. Masur procure-
ment is scheduled to start this month.

In January, union cooperation min-
ister Amit Shah launched a multilin-

gual electronic portal https://esam-
ridhi.in through which farmers can sell 
tur dal to the two government procure-
ment agencies. 

As decided then, the depart-
ment of consumer affairs 

(DoCA) will procure 80% of 
buffer requirement for 
tur and masur through 
these two agencies 
directly from farmers at 

the minimum support 
price (MSP) or at the pre-

vailing market price, if prices 
are above the MSP.

The price of tur dal has been signifi-
cantly high in the past year due to 
weather disturbances causing a fall in 
last season’s production. 

18.9%
inflation in pulses 

in February from 

19.5% in January 

The country may have produced 3.3 
million tonnes (mt) of the pulses 
against a domestic consumption of 
4.4-4.5 mt. 

Production of tur in the 
2023-24 (July-June) crop 
year, too, is expected to fall 
due to a patchy monsoon, 
with the agriculture min-
istry pegging it on par 
with the previous year's 
output.

While raw tur in key 
markets of the top growing 
regions of Maharashtra, Karna-
taka and Andhra Pradesh is being sold 
at ₹10,300-10,600 a quintal as com-
pared with the MSP of ₹7,000 per 
quintal, the all-India average tur price 

in the retail market is as high as 32.4% 
on-year at ₹ 150.2 a kg. 

However, the masur price in major 
mandis is hovering in the range of 
₹5,900-5,950 per quintal as compared 
to its MSP of ₹6,425 a quintal and ₹ 93.6 
per kg, an increase of 0.3% on-month 
and 1.2% on-year. 

Prices quoted are as of Sunday and as 
per the consumer affairs ministry (for 
retail prices) and spot traders (for 
mandi prices).

Inflation in pulses eased to 18.9% in 
February from 19.5% in January; how-
ever, it was as low as 4.1% a year ago.

With the firm prices, the central 
stock as of 28 February had depleted to 
a little over 1.97 million tonnes against 
the buffer norm of 3.1 mt. 

This includes about 36,000 tonnes 
of tur and 616,000 tonnes of masur 
stock compared to 1 mt and 600,000 
tonnes norm, respectively.

Queries sent to the consumer affairs 
department and agriculture ministry 

remained unanswered at press 
time.

“Pulse prices are antici-
pated to fall in the near 
term as the harvesting of 
gram has started and 
arrivals are expected to 

peak which would even-
tually lead to a price dip 

on-month. However, the pri-
ces are expected to remain ele-

vated on a low base of last year,” said 
Pushan Sharma, director-research, 
Crisil Market Intelligence and Analyt-
ics.

1.97 mt
 central stock of 

pulses as of 

28 February  

O
n 14 March, two days ahead of the announcement of gen-
eral elections, the election commission made public the 
data on electoral bonds it had received from the State 

Bank of India. Can this cause a political storm?
Before answering that question, let us look at the complete 

chain of events in the electoral bonds matter. The National Dem-
ocratic Alliance (NDA) government led by Narendra Modi, in its 
first term, implemented the electoral bond scheme to “legalize” 
donations made to political parties. Even before the scheme was 
notified, the Opposition alleged that the scheme was aimed at 
supporting the Bharatiya Janata Party. The Association for Dem-
ocratic Reforms, which has worked for electoral reforms for 
years, approached the Supreme Court against the move. The 
court took seven years—including the six years since the bond 
scheme was implemented—to deliver a verdict. In its 15 February 
verdict, the court rejected the scheme as unconstitutional.

Now, the data released on 14 March, too, does not reveal the 
complete story because SBI has separated it into two sets: The 
first gives the name of the bond buyer, while the second gives 
details of the party that benefited. The linkages between the two 
figures are lacking. So it is no surprise that the Supreme Court has 
sent a notice to SBI, asking why it didn’t provide unique numbers 
linking donors to their political contributions.

Are some secrets waiting to be revealed in the coming days? 
Perhaps, but the story that has emerged so far itself is exciting. 
Those expecting to see the names of industrial bigwigs benefiting 
from the government were disappointed by their absence from 
the list. It is natural in such a situation to wonder what the 
over-1,250 corporations that purchased electoral bonds totalling 
₹12,155 crore between 12 April 2019 and 15 February 2024, really 
do. What are their business interests?

The first company on this list is Future Gaming and Hotels Ser-
vices Pvt. Ltd. It purchased bonds worth ₹1,368 crore. Similarly, 
Megha Engineering and Infrastructure Ltd invested ₹966 crore, 
while Quick Supply Chain Pvt. Ltd bought bonds for ₹410 crore. 
The published data lists them as the top three companies. Until 

today, the names of these companies 
have been rarely discussed by the pub-
lic. Future Gaming and Hotels Services 
Pvt. Ltd, the largest contributor, runs 
a lottery business headquartered in 
Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu. This com-
pany was founded by Santiago Martin, 
also known as Lottery King and Martin 
Lottery.

Martin’s story is astonishing. In his 
early days, he used to do petty jobs in Myanmar. In 1988, he 
returned home and opened a lottery firm, the success of which 
was beyond all expectations. Martin has been the subject of con-
troversy often. Is he so pro-democracy that he purchased bonds 
worth over ₹1,300 crore from the common man’s lottery money 
and donated it to political parties?

According to initial information, three of the top five bond 
buyers purchased the bonds following action taken by ED or the 
income tax department. Also, the first 20 donors bought bonds 
worth ₹5,830 crore, representing 48% of the overall transaction. 
Which parties were given these bonds?

Data available shows the BJP has received 47.5% of total dona-
tions, the Trinamool Congress 12.6%, and the Congress 11.1%. Tel-
angana’s Bharat Rashtra Samithi, led by K. Chandrashekar Rao, 
finished fourth with ₹1,215 crore, while Biju Janata Dal came in 
fifth with ₹776 crore.

If you ask anyone which is the second largest political party 
after the Bharatiya Janata Party, the majority would say Congress. 
It’s odd that Congress is third, while Mamata Banerjee’s TMC, 
which only rules in West Bengal, is second. The question also 
arises as to how the parties running relatively small states such 
as Telangana and Odisha rose to fourth and fifth place, respec-
tively. Information available so far shows the majority of bond 
purchases have been made by businesses that were most in need 
of government assistance. Is this money spent to further personal 
gain? We’ll have to wait a few more days for an answer to this.

Finally, let us return to the question raised in the beginning. It 
will be intriguing how the Opposition leverages this matter at the 
upcoming election. Given that all parties were involved in the 
game, simply proclaiming one’s innocence can potentially lead 
to complications. This scenario presents a collective predica-
ment, in which both donors and recipients find themselves in an 
equally awkward position.

Shashi Shekhar is editor-in-chief, Hindustan. Views are per-
sonal.

The majority of 
bond purchases 
have been made 
by businesses 
most in need of 
govt backing
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ELECTORAL BONDS: 

FAILED EXPERIMENT 

IN TRANSPARENCY?
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Pulse procurement
India's falling tur dal production over the years and current central buffer stock 
position of all pulses

Source: Agriculture and farmers' 
welfare ministry Source: Consumer affairs ministry officials

Crop year (July-June)
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3.89

3.33

2023-24*

*As per the latest available estimate.
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I
ndia is contemplating sof-
tening its stand on some of 
the contentious issues that 

have held up a free trade 
agreement with the UK, 
according to two people aware 
of the matter who expect the 
UK to do the same. 

Both countries have under-
scored the significance of find-
ing a “feasible solution” to 
speed up the process, they 
added.

“India is planning to soften 
its stand on some of the sticky 
issues in the trade negotiations 
with the UK. A similar 
approach is expected from its 
counterpart, without compro-
mising their interests,” one of 
the two people said, seeking 
anonymity. Signing the bilat-
eral trade deal holds equal 
importance for both nations, 
he added.

India and the UK initiated 
FTA discussions in January 
2022 to bolster the economic 
ties. Now, they are in the midst 
of the 14th and what is 
expected to be the final round 
of discussions, which began on 
10 January. 

However, talks are currently 
on hold, and are expected to 

Parulekar, assistant professor 
of international relations, Goa 
University.

UK elections are due by 
end-January, 2025.

“India’s recently signed 
EFTA agreement should exert 
pressure on the UK to seek a 
favourable outcome,” he 
added. “The dimensions of 
mobility and visa facilitation 
privileges are crucial bottom-
lines that will determine the 
fairness of this arrangement. 
Any attempt to link them with 
demands for expanded market 
access would be considered 
unethical and unsustainable.” 

To date, the two countries 
have been unable to resolve 
key issues, including demands 
for visas, mobility rights for 
Indian skilled professionals, 
and tariff cuts for British cars 
and whisky.

Migration remains a sensi-
tive subject in the UK since 
Brexit.

Recent attempts to narrow 
differences involved a visit by 
an Indian delegation led by 
commerce secretary Sunil 
Barthwal to London in Febru-
ary, followed by a UK team’s 
visit to New Delhi on 5 March 
to fast-track the dialogues. The 
Prime Minister’s Office has 
been reviewing the FTA’s 
progress.

India, UK may soften stand in FTA talks 

India and the UK initiated free trade talks back in January 2020 

and are currently in the midst of the 14th round BLOOMBERG
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termed it an “appropriate 
adjustment” in the company’s 
valuation.

“This interpretation is 
incorrect. The PhonePe sepa-
ration was completed in 2023, 
which saw an appropriate 
adjustment in Flipkart’s valua-
tion,” a Flipkart spokesperson 
said.

A persons associated with 
Flipkart said the enterprise 
valuation exercise was last 
done in 2021 and the total 
value of the firm included fin-
tech firm PhonePe’s valuation 
as well.

The person said that there is 
no change in the organic valu-
ation of Flipkart.

Lightspeed India is expected to infuse over $10 million to support Foxy's strategic shift.  

Priyamvada C.

priyamvada.c@livemint.com

BENGALURU

L
ightspeed-backed Foxy, a beauty 
e-commerce platform, is shifting 
focus to offer consultative servi-
ces, including skincare advice to 
customers, said a person familiar 

with the matter, requesting anonymity.
Lightspeed India, along with existing 

investors Matrix Partners and Peak XV 
(formerly Sequoia Capital), is expected to 
infuse more than $10 million to support 
the company's strategic shift. 

“Foxy is no longer in direct competition 
with mass-market companies like Nykaa, 
due to the increasing challenges for 
smaller players to enter the beauty retail-
ing space dominated by larger firms.” The 
company will transition to consultative 
selling of skincare products tailored to 
individual skin needs, the person added.

Foxy’s founder and chief executive offi-
cer Kartik Sheth confirmed the develop-
ment.

However, Lightspeed and Matrix did 
not respond to Mint's queries. Peak XV 
declined to comment.

In the past five years, India’s beauty 
market has witnessed significant growth, 
with major players such as Amazon and 
Flipkart, and newer entrants such as 
Swiggy, Zepto, and Blinkit, entering the 
fray.

“If you see across the board, 
beauty platforms are really 
struggling for growth, and 
resorting to discounts to drive 
more customers...so how 
independent beauty market-
places will continue to thrive 
has been a little bit of a ques-
tion mark,” Sheth said. Aquiring new cus-
tomers has been hard, he added.

Established in 2018, Foxy, operated by 
EkAnek Networks, was initially conceived 
as a commerce platform for GenZ, facili-
tating the purchase of beauty, grooming, 
and personal care products. It was 

founded with the aim of discovering new 
brands in a market saturated with coun-
terfeits. Some of Foxy’s top brands include 
Pee Safe, Anveya, WOW Skin Science, 
Plum, The Ayurveda Co., and Bombay 
Shaving Co.

However, while the company intends to 
maintain its marketplace offerings, it no 

longer sees much value in pursuing its 
original vision.

 “There were spaces in the marketplace 
which we were going after, but those spa-
ces have dried up...so there is no point 
being a small player in a very big pool of 
other large players who are also struggling 

to acquire customers for the platform,” 
Sheth said. 

“Therefore, the focus now is to solve 
real beauty problems for customers, 
which means working with smaller brands 
at a more problem-solution oriented 
level.”

With this strategic shift, Foxy will lever-
age its existing infrastructure 
to expand its offerings in the 
beauty-tech consultative 
space. The firm expects its 
efficient tech platform, well-
allocated capital, and high 
conversion rates from a loyal 
customer base to support 
favourable unit economics, 

and maintain its lean business model.
The company offers a range of tech-

based tools, including selfie-analysis, 
allowing users to take photos through its 
app and website to receive consultations 
from experts on relevant products within 
its brand ecosystem.

CHANgINg TACk

EsTAblIsHEd in 
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Foxy will work with 
smaller brands to 
solve real beauty 
problems of 
consumers
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E
 -commerce firm Flip-
kart’s valuation has 
declined by $5 billion, or 

about ₹41,000 crore, as of Jan-
uary 2024 compared with that 
in January 2022, according to 
equity transactions carried out 
by its US-based parent firm 
Walmart.

The valuation of the e-com-
merce firm declined to $35 bil-
lion as of 31 January 2024, 
from $40 billion in the finan-
cial year ended on 31 January 
2022, as per Walmart’s change 
in equity structure in Flipkart.

Flipkart attributed the 
decline in valuation to the 
demerger of fintech firm 
PhonePe into a separate com-
pany. Persons in the know, 
however, peg the current valu-
ation of Flipkart in the range of 
$38–40 billion.

Walmart diluted 8% equity 
in Flipkart for $3.2 billion in 
fiscal year (FY) 2022 reflecting 
the enterprise value of the 
e-commerce at $40 billion.

Flipkart countered the 
decrease in valuation shown as 
per Walmart’s report and 

Flipkart’s valuation 
dips $5 bn in 2 years

Flipkart’s valuation fell to $35 

billion as of 31 January. MINT

THE MONDAY QUIZ ANSWERS:

1) Ashish Agarwal   2) Nuuday (Denmark)  3) L&T 
Technology Services  4) Zendesk  5) Staqu Technologies

GLOSSARY

Wafer: A semiconductor 
wafer or simply wafer is a 
thin slice of substance 
used as the foundation for 
integrated circuits (IC). It 
is usually made of silicon 
or Germanium, and is 
ultra thin and extremely 
flat. It undergoes complex 
manufacturing process to 
create patterns and path-
ways which make for the 
modern IC. 

Patch management: 
Patch management is the 
process identifying, test-
ing, and applying updates 
(or patches) to software 
and firmware on devices. 
These patches address 
and protect against vul-
nerabilities; in some cases 
also introduce new fea-
tures or improve perform-
ance. Patch management 
is important for maintain-
ing a secure IT environ-
ment from attackers who 

can otherwise exploit vul-
nerabilities to access sys-
tems or data.

Few shot learning: A sub 
field of machine learning, 
few shot learning is con-
cerned with model train-
ing when the amount of 
labelled data is limited, for 
instance just a few pic-
tures per category in 
image recognition tasks. 
Since the data samples are 
limited, few shot learning 
helps model make predic-
tion by generalization 
over memorization. In 
many cases, it adopts 
meta-learning approaches 
to learn from small data-
sets across various tasks.

IoT edge: Internet of 
Things edge, or IoT edge, 
brings compute and stor-
age resources closer to the 
devices. This model solves 
latency issues as the data 
is now processed closer to 
the point of origin. Since 
the computations are per-
formed locally, it allows 
for faster analysis, 
reduced reliance on exter-
nal resources, and quick 
decision making.

THE MONDAY QUIZm

1) NAME the ex-McA-
fee senior executive who 
joined web analytics firm 
New Relic as CFO.

2) WITH which Scandi-
navian communications 
firm did TCS seal a deal 
last week?

3) WHICH Indian IT company has won a $100 million  
contract from Maharashtra‘s cyber department?

4) WHICH company 
recently announced the 
acquisition of German 
gen-AI startup Ultimate?

5) WHICH Indian soft-
ware firm has unveiled 
an AI tool with UP police 
to nab criminals?

Foxy secures funding 
for consultative pivot

Lightspeed-backed startup eyes transition to skincare advice for users
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The everything-rally comes to 
the derivatives market 
Bond fund managers have so much cash they’re turning 
to the derivatives market to put it to work, pushing down 
the cost of protection against defaults close to levels that 
prevailed when central banks were just starting to raise 
interest rates. The bets on tightening default spreads are 
the latest sign of the overarching optimism that’s envel-
oped markets, where credit investors flush with cash 
have been buying up large amounts of new debt and 
pushing back the so-called maturity wall that was a major 
source of concern just six months ago. Money managers 
are using credit derivatives indexes like the Markit CDX 
North American Investment Grade Index.  “CDX is a liq-
uid way to get credit risk when cash bonds are harder to 
find,” said Scott Kimball,CIO, Loop Capital Asset Man-
agement. “A significant amount of the recent tightening 
is institutions looking to put more money to work than 
there are bonds available.” BLOOMBERG

Tech stocks left out of rally 
ease fears a bubble is building 
To the bubble hunters, signs of excess aren’t hard to find, 
with cryptocurrencies roaring back and Nvidia Corp. sur-
ging nearly 80% since the year began.  But if there’s some 
irrational exuberance sweeping across Wall Street, it 
hasn’t trickled down to one of the most speculative cor-
ners of the US stock market: unprofitable technology 
companies.  Twilio Inc., the maker of communication 
software, and cybersecurity company SentinelOne Inc. 
are among those that have tumbled this year even as a 
rally in the biggest tech companies pushed the Nasdaq 
100 and the S&P 500 to fresh all-time highs. Both have 
dropped more than 70% from their peaks in 2021, when 
the Federal Reserve’s easy money policy was fuelling big 
gains in virtually everything.  They’re not just outliers: An 
index of money-losing tech companies tracked by Gold-
man Sachs Group Inc. has fallen 18% this year and is on 
track for its worst quarter since mid-2022. The slide indi-
cates there’s a limit to the optimism that has raced 
through markets for much of this year. That, in turn, is 
providing support to those on Wall Street who see 
rational forces at work. BLOOMBERG

The tech slide indicates there’s a limit to the optimism 

that has raced through markets. ISTOCKPHOTO

And the reason is the company’s 
mainstay cigarette business, where vol-
ume in the December quarter has been 
pegged to have fallen 2% year-on-year, 
after several quarters of growth. Any 
positive surprises can be ruled out in 
Q4FY24, given the high base of the 
segment; it grew about 12% in Q4FY23. 

While analysts do expect volume to 
inch up year-on-year in Q4, the growth 
rate is likely to be muted.

Also, a recent channel check by 
Antique Stock Broking showed how 
ITC has reduced cigarette inventory in 
the channel for better control and imp-
roved return ratios of its distributors. 

Bloomberg
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B
itcoin is set to continue 
its record-breaking rally 
and rise above $80,000 

as institutional investors pour 
more money into the crypto-
backed exchange-traded 
funds, according to Binance 
chief executive officer Richard 
Teng.

The launch of Bitcoin ETF 
in the US earlier this year has 
attracted institutional inves-
tors and new fund flows, Teng 
said at an event in Bangkok on 
Sunday, adding “we’re just 
getting started.”

Teng said he had earlier 
estimated the cryptocurrency 
would end the year at around 
$80,000, but now sees it 
exceeding that “with supply 
reducing and demand contin-
uing to come through.” He 
reiterated the forecast was his 
personal view, adding the rally 
won’t be a “straight line” and 
the ups and downs will be good 
for the market.

The world’s largest crypto-
currency has surged 56% this 
year, reaching an all-time high 
of almost $73,798 last week. 
The rally has sparked concerns 
of a bubble among some inves-
tors, triggering a bout of vola-
tility and selloff in recent ses-
sions.  Teng took over as CEO 
after co-founder Changpeng 
Zhao stepped down in Novem-
ber following the company’s 
$4.3 billion settlement with US 
authorities. 

‘Bitcoin to 
soon rise 
above
$80,000’

This interest is not confined to 
NRIs; global investors from 
Asia and Middle East are also 
showing keen interest.

Last year, Julius Baer 
launched its maiden Equity 
India Fund, raising over $200 
million in record time from 
investors across the globe, 
including NRIs, underlining 
the growing international 
appetite for 
India’s markets 
now.

The invest-
ment patterns among NRIs 
have evolved over time, transi-
tioning from investments in 
US large caps and technology 
stocks to a larger focus on 
Indian capital markets. 

Overall, India’s resilient 
economic growth, coupled 
with its diverse investment 
opportunities, firmly positions 
it as an increasingly attractive 
destination for NRIs and for-
eign investors, too.

Much has been said about 
the surge in NRI invest-
ments in Indian real estate. 
What growth sectors are 
NRIs chasing? Where and 
why are they parking their 
money in these specific 
areas? 

Initially, the focus for the 
first generation of NRIs was on 
traditional investments like 

real estate, 
driven by cul-
tural ties or 
familial con-

nections to the country.
 However, a significant shift 

has unfolded over the last dec-
ade, moving away from physi-
cal assets such as real estate 
towards financial instruments. 
This transition has been 
buoyed by the economic con-
sistency and stability wit-
nessed in the last decade, 
including its robust economy 
and thriving capital markets. 
What we have observed is that 
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O
ver time, the invest-
ment preferences of 
non-resident Indians 

(NRIs) have shifted towards a 
greater emphasis on Indian 
capital markets from the US 
large caps and technology 
stocks, pointed out Kunal 
Sumaya, market head-Global 
NRI at Julius Baer. 
    “What we have observed is 
that a significant portion of 
global high networth individ-
uals are engaging in invest-
ments in India,” he said while 
adding that the motivation for 
NRIs to invest in India varies, 
spanning diversification, 
wealth preservation, and 
retirement planning. Edited 
excerpts:

From your point of view, 
which is the favourite 
investment destination for 
NRIs and foreign inves-
tors? How do they look at 
India?

From the perspective of 
NRIs and foreign investors, 
there has been a consistent 
uptick in investments in India 
year on year, fuelled by the 
country’s stable and genuine 
long-term growth trajectory. 
With a projected growth rate 
of 6.5% this year, surpassing 
that of any other country, and 
an anticipated GDP of $5 tril-
lion by FY25, India’s market is 
garnering increasing atten-
tion. 

According to industry sour-
ces, record-breaking FDI 
numbers, soaring to $71 billion 
in FY22-23, are expected to 
climb to $100 billion soon, fur-
ther underscore India’s allure. 

a significant portion of global 
high networth individuals are 
engaging in investments in 
India. 

First-generation NRIs are 
predominantly investing in 
equities and debt while the 
younger demographic is 
increasingly venturing into 
private markets and venture 
capital, driven by the pursuit 
of double-digit growth. 
Though the motivation for 
NRIs to invest in India varies, 
spanning diversification, 
wealth preservation, and 
retirement planning.
What is their thought pro-
cess on investing in 
Indian equi-
ties? 

India has a sta-
ble, genuine 
l o n g - t e r m 
growth story—
m a c r o  a n d 
micro—playing 
out well.

 The Indian 
equity markets 
have recently 
reached unprec-
edented highs, 
attributable to a combination 
of macro elements such as 
good governance and a robust 
banking system, alongside 
micro factors like a resilient 
corporate sector and healthy 
household balance sheets. 
Additionally, ample liquidity, 
fuelled by substantial domes-
tic and expected improve-
ments in FPI flows, contrib-
utes to the bullish sentiment 
pervading the equity market. 

To illustrate, the Associa-
tion of Mutual Funds in India 
(AMFI) data shows that the 
Indian mutual fund industry 
currently boasts an impressive 
AUM of ₹54 trillion, with a 
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JSW-MG MOTOR JV
JSW Group and MG Motor India to commence 
JV, to outline India manufacturing roadmap.20
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ELECTORAL BONDS
Top court to hear matter of SBI not disclosing 
reason behind withholding crucial data.18
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BJYU’S CASE
The Bengaluru bench of the company law tribu-
nal likely to hear Byju’s and cricket board case.20
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TATA STEEL MEET
Tata Steel board to meet to consider raising 
funds through non-convertible debentures.19
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ZEE-SONY MERGER
Company law appellate tribunal to hear matter 
related to Zee-Sony merger.18
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PM IN BHUTAN
PM Modi likely to visit Bhutan on invitation of 
King Jigme Khesar Namgyel Wangchuck.
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HDFC NFO CLOSES
HDFC Nifty Realty Index Fund new fund offer to 
conclude.21
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EAM VISIT
EAM S Jaishankar on an official visit to Singa-
pore, Philippines and Malaysia.
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notable 23% growth in 2023 
alone. 

NRIs are actively participat-
ing in equity investments, 
channelling funds into mutual 
funds and direct stocks across 
diverse sectors including tech-
nology, healthcare, consumer 
goods, and infrastructure.
Apart from India, what 
other markets excite NRIs 
and why?

Investment allocations are 
tailored to meet the unique 
needs of each client, consider-
ing factors such as their stage 
in life and their risk tolerance. 
For instance, our allocation for 

a growth-oriented client 
will encompass a 
significant por-
tion to equities 
followed by 
bonds and cash 
whereas for a 
wealth preser-
vation client, the 
allocation will 
differ.

Given that 
many NRIs are 
domiciled in 
financial hubs 

like London, Dubai and Singa-
pore, apart from India, they 
are making investments in 
their home market as well as 
actively investing in global 
financial markets.
Will GIFT city open the 
floodgates for NRI invest-
ments in India?

Gujarat International 
Finance Tec-City (GIFT) City 
was established to be a 
world-class global invest-
ment destination and over 
the last few years, has posi-
tioned itself as a preferred 
destination for global inves-
tors, with many NRIs setting 
their sights on it.

‘India is a growing, attractive destination for NRIs’ 

India has a 
stable, genuine 

long-term growth 
story—macro and 

micro—playing
 out well

Kunal Sumaya
Market head-Global NRI 

at Julius Baer 
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cut rates— or whether their out-
look for three reductions this 
year remains on track.

The Bank of Japan’s announ-
cement on Tuesday is also piv-

otal. The prospect that it’s mov-
ing toward raising borrowing 
costs and effectively calling an 
end to a generation-long period 
of feeble price growth points to 

Bloomberg

feedback@livemint.com

I
nvestors may glean more on 
the Federal Reserve’s resolve 
to ease and how close Japan is 

to finally exiting negative inter-
est rates as central banks set 
policy for almost half the global 
economy.

The coming week features 
the world’s biggest collection of 
decisions for 2024 to date, 
including judgments on the cost 
of borrowing for six of the 10 
most-traded currencies. The 
collective outcome may under-
score how monetary officials’ 
perception of inflation risks is 
diverging noticeably.

That would reflect how a 
global consumer-price shock in 
the wake of the pandemic, fur-
ther exacerbated by Russia’s 
war in Ukraine, has transitioned 
asymmetrically, with some eco-
nomies facing stronger domes-
tic price pressures than others. 

In turn, the world now fea-
tures a patchwork of different 
policy dynamics, in contrast to 
the largely synchronized 
response that central banks pre-
viously engineered.

Most consequential will be 
the Fed’s decision on Wednes-
day, which may reveal whether 
still-robust economic data are 
giving Washington officials 
cause to dial back intentions to 

how tectonic plates are shifting 
in another key member of the 
global financial system.

In Europe, meanwhile, cen-
tral banks from the UK to Switz-
erland might inch toward 
reducing borrowing costs, 
while all four with decisions in 
Latin America in the coming 
week are poised to either begin 
or extend easing cycles.

Pakistan will be Monday’s 
main rate event. With a team of 
International Monetary Fund 
officials visiting this weekend 
for talks over the troubled econ-
omy’s loan program, most fore-
casters in a Bloomberg survey 
reckon the central bank will 
keep its rate unchanged at 22%.

A minority does anticipate a 
cut, though, with predictions of 
its size ranging from a quarter 
point to a full percentage point.

On Tuesday, the BOJ’s deci-
sion will be among the most 
closely watched in decades, as 
officials decide whether to end 
the world’s last negative rate 
now, or wait until April.

The meeting comes days 
after the nation’s largest group 
for unions announced that 
annual pay negotiations resu-
lted in the biggest increases in 
more than 30 years, sending a 
signal to authorities that their 
long-sought virtuous cycle of 
strong wages fuelling demand-
led inflation may be emerging.

Fed, BOJ dominate rate week for almost half of global economy

Most consequential will be the Fed’s decision on Wednesday. AP

Vineetha Sampath
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I
TC Ltd’s investors have been wor-
ried this year. The company’s stock 
has fallen a tad over 9% since the 
year began, which is substantially 
higher than the 5% drop of the sec-

toral index Nifty FMCG.
This weakness in the company’s 

stock comes after it consecutively out-
performed the sectoral index in the 
previous two calendar years. So what 
explains the downbeat performance 
now? Apparently, a slew of things.

For instance, the stake sale by ITC’s 
largest shareholder, British American 
Tobacco (BAT), had put its stock under 
pressure. But with the stake sale now in 
the rear view mirror, the supply over-
hang on the stock has cleared.

Now, BAT has 25.5% stake in ITC, 
and more offloading is unlikely. More-
over, an additional stake sale can only 
happen after the 180-day lock-in ends.

The end of uncertainties over  stake 
sale and a good dividend distribution 
policy, should comfort investors, said 
Sharekhan by BNP Paribas.

But does that give enough levers for 
the ITC stock to climb in the near term? 
Quite unlikely.

Note that the cigarette business’s Ebit 
is over 78% of ITC’s Ebit in 9MFY24. 

ITC is a step ahead of its peers in the 
fast-moving consumer goods 
(FMCG)-Others segment, though the 
segment’s revenue growth rate has 
been tapering. And subdued rural 
demand is a key reason. On top of that 
are elevated costs of raw materials, like 
sugar, which creates a hea-
dwind for margin outlook. 
The Others segment incl-
udes branded packaged 
foods, education and stati-
onery products, personal 
care products, matches and 
agarbattis.

Nonetheless, ITC expe-
cts the segment’s margin to 
expand by 100 basis points 
per year, in line with the 
previous years’ trend. This 
will be driven by mix, scale 
and optimization. One basis 
point is 0.01%.

Then comes ITC’s paperboards, 
paper & packaging segment, which 
continues to see dismal numbers. The 
segment’s Ebit has dropped by 41% in 
9MFY24, weighed by dull demand in 
domestic markets, low-priced Chinese 
supplies in the global market, and ele-

vated input costs. But there could be 
light at the end of the tunnel. “We 
believe revenue and margin (of paper 
business) should bottom out in a cou-
ple of quarters, and performance sho-
uld improve in H2FY25,” said Antique 
Stock Broking report on 15 March.

Even the company’s agri business 
stays constrained by trade curbs imp-

osed on commodities such 
as wheat and rice. But the 
company’s hotels business 
is on a relatively stronger 
footing. ITC’s hotels busi-
ness has seen better trac-
tion on average room rates 
and occupancy levels. The 
company plans to demerge 
its hotels business and list it 
separately. It has also recei-
ved approval from the stock 
exchanges for this.

Meanwhile, the drop in 
ITC’s stock price has meant 

that valuations have cooled off. ITC 
shares trade at over 23 times their FY25 
estimated earnings, according to 
Bloomberg. This is cheaper than most 
of its FMCG peers. But whether this 
attracts increased investor attention 
will depend on the earnings growth 
trends in its key business segments.

ITC needs more levers to rise

95.03

90.69

Crucial component 
Cigarettes form the largest portion of 
ITC's Ebit, making the segment's 
growth trajectory important

Lacks energy
ITC shares have seen a bigger fall 
than Nifty FMCG index so far in 2024

Source: Company Source: BloombergNote: Values rebased to 100

29 Dec 2023 15 Mar 2024
Note: Standalone figures; Ebit is earnings 
before interest and tax.
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WITH the stake sale 
by BAT complete, 
the supply overhang 
on the ITC stock has 
cleared

THE volume growth 
in cigarette biz is 
muted, meaning the 
ITC stock lacks good 
upside triggers
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forms. Industry giants like 
YouTube and Facebook, along 
with e-commerce, social media 
and short-video platforms, are 
emerging as major rivals for 
capturing impressions and 
audience attention.

“While traditional advertis-
ing interest may not be at its 
peak currently, we're actively 
engaging in discussions with 
brands to explore collaborative 
initiatives that resonate with 
our Marathi-speaking audi-
ence. Our focus lies on co-cre-

to the IPL, available for free, 
while Disney+Hotstar has 
offered premium sports events 
at no cost to mobile users. Ama-
zon has followed suit, stream-
ing international content on its 
free-service miniTV.

The OTT advertising mar-
ket, however, comes with its 
own set of challenges. Apart 
from contending with a low 
cost per mille (CPM), or cost per 
thousand impressions, the 
landscape sees significant com-
petition from digital-ad plat-

Gurugram’s Oister Global 
to  invest ₹4,500cr in PE, VC

The company plans to launch a private credit fund in the next three-four months

physical locations in India - 
New Delhi and South Mumbai, 
will be the next two sites. The 
New Delhi outlet will likely be 
located in the Mehrauli area 
where there are fashion 
houses, art galleries, design 
studios, and independent 
cafes and restaurants.

The firm invests in private market funds, with focus on venture capital, venture debt, private equity, private credit. ISTOCKPHOTO

ated content, sponsorships, 
and product integrations 
within our original program-
ming, offering brands an 
opportunity to connect with 
our community in a meaning-
ful manner, thus enhancing 
brand awareness and affinity,” 
said Rajat Agrawal, director, 
Ultra Media & Entertainment 
Group that operates Marathi 
language OTT platform Ultra 
Jhakaas. While Marathi-fo-
cused content may initially 
attract niche advertisers, col-
laborative initiatives such as 
branded content, sponsor-
ships, and product integrations 
within original programming 
present opportunities for addi-
tional revenue streams, he 
added.

Branded content is a safe 
option that's been picking up 
pace over the past year, said 
Akshay Bardapurkar, founder 
of OTT platform Planet Mara-
thi. Especially during festivals 
like Holi, Diwali and Navratri, 
brands are ready to go all out, 
though the pitch and concept 
for the show has to come from 
the OTT, he said.

Lata Jha

lata.j@htlive.com

New DeLhi

L
arge OTT platforms with 
deep pockets, secure in 
their scale and domi-

nance, are able to confidently 
adopt advertising-led moneti-
zation models to offer content 
for free, squeezing their smaller 
rivals.

In response, these smaller 
regional-language streaming 
services have picked hybrid 
models of monetization, where 
they offer certain content for 
free to be sampled while devel-
oping a bouquet of pro-
grammes, based on a deep 
understanding of the local mar-
kets, at different price points. 
More importantly, many are 
relying on sponsorships, where 
a significant portion of the pro-
duction cost is borne by the 
brand, and the show is still 
behind the paywall, to maxi-
mize revenue.

Over the past year, JioCin-
ema has made local-language 
programming, including new 
movies and shows, in addition 

Regional streaming picks hybrid model

Large OTT platforms with deep pockets can adopt advertising-

led monetization models to offer free content. ISTOCKPHOTO
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A
dani group plans to 
invest more than ₹1.2 
trillion (about $14 bil-

lion) across its portfolio compa-
nies that range from ports to 
energy, airports, commodities, 
cement and media in fiscal year 
starting 1 April, as it doubles 
down on its $100 billion invest-
ment guidance over the next 
7–10 years to grow businesses, 
persons aware of the group’s 
plans said.

The projected capital 
expenditure, or capex, for 
2024-25 (April 2024 to March 
2025) fiscal is 40% higher than 
what the portfolio is estimated 
to have incurred in FY24.

According to analysts, the 
portfolio is estimated to have 
incurred a capex of around $10 
billion in FY24 that ends on 31 
March.

Persons in the know said 
these investments will set the 
stage for exponential profit 
growth.

The group had previously 
guided a $100 billion capex 
over the next 7–10 years. Most 
of this investment is going to go 
into fast growing businesses of 
the group—renewable, green 
hydrogen, and airports.

As much as 70% of the 
planned capex will go into its 
green portfolio—primarily 
renewable power, green 
hydrogen, green evacuation. Of 
the remaining 30%, the major-
ity will be spent on airports and 
ports businesses, they said.

In calendar year 2023, the 
portfolio delivered a $9.5 bil-
lion Ebitda (up 34.4% year-on-
year), while its net debt has 
reduced by 4% from March 
2023 to September 2023 (bal-
ance sheet figures are only 
declared half yearly).

Adani to 
invest 
$14 billion 
in FY25

of the potential errors inherent 
in the technology. All platforms 
and intermediaries that utilize 
large language models (LLMs) 
and foundational models were 
to comply. These requirements 
continue to be part of the 
amended advisory.

Additionally, the services 
were required to not produce 
content that compromises the 
integrity of the electoral pro-
cess or violates Indian law, 
highlighting concerns over 

misinformation 
and deepfakes 
influencing elec-
tion outcomes.

Some execu-
tives said that 
elections were a 
high-risk period 
and so asking 
intermediaries to 
be extra careful 

before releasing untested mod-
els and appropriately labelling 
outputs was the right step 
taken by the government.

“While the revision is defi-
nitely a positive step, the whole 
episode highlights the need for 
procedural safeguards—to 
avoid quick reactions to inci-
dents and instead adopt a more 
consultative approach to policy 
making,” an executive, who did 
not wish to be identified, said.

Gulveen Aulakh
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New DeLhi

T
he government’s move to 
amend its 1 March advi-
sory mandating compa-

nies developing GenAI- and 
AI-based tools and features to 
take explicit government con-
sent before releasing them in 
the market was welcomed by 
industry players, as they 
wouldn’t now need to take any 
permission.

The amended advisory was 
issued on 15 March, which also 
removed the requirement of 
compliance within 15 days. “It is 
good to see that the industry's 
feedback was taken and the AI 
advisory was revised. The ear-
lier advisory would have 
severely reduced speed to mar-
ket and dented the innovation 
ecosystem,” said Rohit Kumar, 
founding partner at The Quan-
tum Hub, a public policy con-
sulting firm.

He noted that the require-
ment to submit an action-tak-
en-report in the earlier letter 
also meant that it 
was not merely an 
“advisory”.

Platforms and 
intermediaries 
equipped with 
artificial intelli-
gence (AI) and 
generative AI 
(GenAI) capabili-
ties, such as Goo-
gle and OpenAI, were told to 
obtain government approval 
before offering users services 
that enable the creation of 
deepfakes, the earlier advisory 
issued by the ministry of infor-
mation technology and elec-
tronics had said.

The platforms were also 
mandated to label themselves 
as “under testing” and were also 
asked to secure explicit consent 
from users, making them aware 

Industry welcomes 
govt move to revise 
Gen AI advisory 

The amended advisory was 

issued on 15 March. ISTOCKPHOTO

The earlier 
advisory would 
have impaired 

speed to market 
and dented the 

innovation 
ecosystem
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S
oho House is looking to 
expand its presence in 
India by adding two 

more ‘houses’ to its existing 
business here in the next few 
years, a senior executive of the 
global hotel chain said.

The luxury members-only 
club—which currently oper-
ates its 'house' in an asset-light 
model out of an 11-storied 
townhouse in Mumbai—first 
began operations in 1995 in 
London.

The company's current 
membership costs about ₹1.6 
lakh per annum for individuals 
if they want to enroll for just 
one house (say the one in 
Mumbai) and ₹3.1 lakh for all-
house access.

Soho House’s two new 

The announcement comes 
after the success of Soho 
House Mumbai, which opened 
five years ago. The existing 
house has established itself as 
a hub for the Indian creative 
community, offering ameni-
ties like a rooftop 
p o o l ,  g y m , 
screening room, 
and restaurants.

The company 
will also launch 
its other format, 
'Cities Without 
Houses' in India 
a n d  r a p i d l y 
expand to other 
cities. The global private 
membership club for “creative 
individuals”, will launch this 
membership in six new cities 
including New Delhi, Jaipur, 
Goa, Bengaluru, Hyderabad 
and Kolkata. "We think India is 
ready and has been for some 

time for us to expand in. This 
format, outside of our houses, 
allows us to offer special 
events and experiences in dif-
ferent cities without having a 
physical space. Members can 
connect with other 'creatives' 

in cities without a 
physical house in 
India as well as 
globally when 
they travel," 
Dominique Bel-
las, global mem-
bership director, 
Cities Without 
Houses, told 
Mint.

Cities Without Houses 
membership currently oper-
ates in 80 cities including 
North America, UK, Europe, 
other Asia Pacific, African, and 
Latin American countries and 
charges a membership of ₹3.1 
lakh annually.

Soho House to expand presence in India

The club will add two more 

‘houses’ in next few years.

Co's current 
membership 

costs ₹1.6 lakh per 
annum for one 
house, ₹3.1 lakh 

for all-house 
access
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O
ister Global, which 
invests in PE and VC 
funds, is looking to 
deploy ₹4,500 crore in 
private market funds in 

the next two years, a top executive said.
The Gurugram-based firm, which is 

also an investor in Blume Ventures, will 
deploy close to ₹1,000 crore by the end 
of this year, and ₹3,500  crore on top of 
that in the next year, said Rohit Bha-
yana, co-CEO & co-founder, Oister 
Global.

“When we talk about these numbers, 
we're talking about both debt and 
equity. But on the equity side, it is ven-
ture capital, growth equity, private 
equity. On the debt side, both startup 
debt, which we call venture debt, and 
SME debt, which we call private credit. 
So, fundamentally, if you kind of look at 
these numbers, we are looking at the 
basket of five asset categories.”

The company has been investing 
through its private equity fund Oister 
India Pinnacle Fund, and plans to 
launch a private credit fund in the next 
3-4 months, according to Bhayana, 
who said the ₹1,000 crore investment 
this year will be around 70% in 
equity and 30% in debt.

Oister Global invests in 
private market funds, 
with a focus on venture 
capital, venture debt, 
private equity, and pri-
vate credit.

Talking about the invest-
ment strategy this year, David 
Wilton, chief investment officer 
at Oister Global, said that despite all the 
factors for intervention, the fundamen-
tals of the strategy are the same.

“Because it's all about the Indian 
growth story, the Indian innovation 
story. And that's a story that's got deep 

roots and will continue, I think, for the 
next decade. Regardless of the rest of 
the noise and the rest of the world.”

“So, what we're doing, as I said, is 
identifying at each of the different sta-

ges of VC private equity – early 
stage, growth stage, private 

equity. Those GPs (general 
partners - who make deci-
sions for a fund) who 
have demonstrated that 
they can generate top 

half returns, because the 
underlying strategies that 

they're pursuing are basically 
to identify and grow good compa-

nies,” said Wilton.
He added that in the private market, 

it's a very similar focus year after year. 
“Now, what you do want to try and 
catch up to, for example, say artificial 
intelligence, that's clearly going to be a 

₹1k cr
Amount to be 

invested by the 

firm by end of year

big macro trend. So, clearly, we're look-
ing for those GPs who have some 
insight and some ability to intelligently 
address that.”

Bhayana said India isn't as expensive 
as it looks, whereas the rest of 
the world is at best growing 
at average or below aver-
age, barring the US. 
“Effectively, what that 
means is, when Japan is 
expensive, when the UK 
is getting expensive in 
terms of its stock market, 
it's getting very expensive, 
When the US is getting very 
expensive. India could also be in a bub-
ble but what we feel is that with strong 
fundamentals, clear policy direction, a 
lot of consumption, a lot of innovation, 
and underlying growth coming in, the 
story for India is pretty solid.”

Bhayana added that the Indian mar-
ket is leading the way in democratiza-
tion of venture capital and private 
equity. He attributes it partly to the fact 
that India always had a retail funding 

base, while the US market 
started with institutions and 

has only got retail recently. 
He said, “It is partly 
because of that history of 
starting with a retail, sig-
nificant retail funding 

base, the regulator comes 
from that background and 

wants things transparent and 
safe for retail people. So in a way, 

I think India's going to end up leading 
the world in this.”

Wilton also noted that chasing uni-
corns is a strategy that’s not going to 
work anymore for alternative invest-
ment funds. 

₹3.5k cr
Amount to be 

invested by the 

company next year
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workers, he said. 
According to Virmani, India’s 

economy is expected to grow at 
over 7% next fiscal (FY25), plus 
or minus 50 basis points to 

and net exports, which are now 
in the negative zone, are 
expected to improve in FY25, 
Virmani said, adding that once 
interest rates in developed 
economies start softening, 
Indian exports will gather 
momentum, especially in items 
like engineering goods. 

Rising capital expenditure 
has helped boost construction 
activity as well as wages of 
workers, Virmani said, adding 
that rural consumption is now 
catching up with urban. India’s 
economic growth strategy of 
attracting multinational enter-
prises to manufacture and 

FROM PAGE 1 export from India to break into 
the global supply chain will also 
play out strongly in coming 
years, Virmani said. After rais-
ing capex by about 25% in FY23 
and by more than 28% in FY24, 
the Centre has further raised it 
by 17% to ₹11.1 trillion for FY25 in 
the interim budget in February. 

Virmani said expectations of 
growth beating estimates this 
year was really the capital 
expenditure multiplier of the 
budget working through the 
system, which will continue 
over the years and get better. 
Building infrastructure is help-
ing not just the GDP growth, 
but has also added more 
employment for construction 

account for any shocks. 
Virmani also said that the El 

Nino effect on farm sector is 
temporary and unless there is 
another shock, agriculture out-
put growth will recover in FY25 
and that the sector will return 
to its normal growth rate, lifting 
agriculturists’ income. 

The second advance esti-
mate of the statistics ministry 
said last month that farm out-
put will grow only at 0.7% this 
fiscal, sharply lower than the 
1.8% growth projected earlier, 
but it revised FY23 farm output 
growth to 4.7%, up from 4% 
reported provisionally earlier. 

Virmani pointed out that 
high interest rates in the US and 

Europe tend to slow down 
imports into those markets, 
affecting certain categories of 
Indian exports, such as engi-
neering goods. Once the inter-
est rates start to go down in 
those markets, India will see 
some recovery in those types of 
exports. “Net exports anyway 
should improve next fiscal,” 
Virmani said. Net export has 
been in the negative zone, indi-
cating import dependence, for 
over a decade, as per the cur-
rent GDP data series. 

Virmani also said that house-
hold investments into housing 
is recovering, supporting the 
overall private investment 
growth. 

Capex bet has yielded rich dividends, says Virmani

Niti Aayog member Arvind 

Virmani. MINT

and data mining.
TCS’s additional incentives 

also highlight the company’s 
needs and those of other IT ser-
vices’ firms to streamline their 
bench strength and stabilize 
utilization rates. In IT sector 
parlance, utilization rate indi-
cates the percentage of staff 
engaged in active projects, 
while bench strength com-
prises staff who have not yet 
been assigned a project.

While TCS does not disclose 
its utilization rate, analysts 
pegged the IT major’s utiliza-
tion rate at 85-89% for the three 
months ended December 
2023. IT peers Infosys Ltd, 
Wipro Ltd, and Tech Mahindra 

algorithms for clients.
In January 2024, TCS won 

its biggest outsourcing deal 
from British insurance group 
Aviva. The deal runs through 15 
years and is worth at least $2.5 
billion. Most recently, the IT 
major inked a multi-million 
dollar deal with Danish com-
munication service provider 
Nuuday, on 14 March. Earlier, 
the software services company 
also signed a deal with Enento 
Group, a Finnish business and 
consumer information services 
provider, on 8 February.

Tanksale said freshers can-
not help the company ramp up 
deals as quickly. 

“The hiring is deal-specific 
and there is no change in the 
macro-economic environ-
ment. It will take a couple of 
quarters for IT demand to 
recover going ahead,” he said.

The move for experienced 
staff stands out starkly at a time 
when IT firms have gone slow 
on campus hiring from the 
batch of 2024. Cognizant, HCL 
Technologies and even TCS are 
recruiting in smaller-than-
usual batches from campuses, 
while Wipro is not hiring at all 
in the fresher category. Infosys 
hired a select number of stu-
dents from IT background who 
are specialized in cybersecurity 

FROM PAGE 91 have reported utilization rates 
of 82.7%, 84% and 88% respec-
tively for Q3.

“Having a utilization of 89% 
as its upper band is good to 
address current client needs. It 
has fallen from the covid times 
in 2022 when utilization rates 
for top IT service providers 
across the globe touched 94%,” 
said Mrinal Rai, assistant 
director and principal analyst 
for ISG Group.

The market is seeing rising 
demand for people experi-
enced in programs like Flutter, 
Windchill, Workday, and SAP. 

Flutter is Google’s open-
source UI software used to cre-
ate mobile, desktop and web-
based applications. 

Windchill is a product lifecy-
cle management (PLM) soft-
ware which provides intellec-
tual property (IP) security and 
traceability while managing 
product development and its 
manufacturing process. 

A PLM software is used in 
managing data through all sta-
ges of the product’s lifecycle, 
from its ideation to its disposal 
post service.

Workday is a cloud-based 
software program used by 
human resources (HR) teams to 
handle payrolling, onboarding 
employees, and performance 
evaluations.

jas.bardia@livemint.com

TCS’s incentive to hire senior 
candidates in under 30 days

Cognizant, HCL, even TCS are 

recruiting in smaller-than-usual 

batches from campuses. HT

FROM FRONT FLAP

Voters across India’s 543 Lok Sabha constituencies 
will cast their votes in seven phases between 19 
April and 1 June. At 44 days, the 2024 polls will be 
the longest ever since 1951-52, when the exercise 
lasted 120 days. Over the decades, India's poll-re-
lated spending has also expanded rapidly, reaching 
an estimated ₹55,000 crore by various kinds of 
stakeholders in 2019, according to an estimate by 
CMS India. The voter turnout in the sweltering heat 
will be in focus, but data shows Indian voters have 
been increasing their participation. Several states 
in the south and north-east crossed the 70% 
turnout mark in 2019. The turnout of women 
voters has, in particular, been on the rise. One 
significant change in recent elections has been the 
rising gap between the seat share and the vote 
share of the single largest party, highlighting the 
peculiarities of the first-past-the-post system. In 
the 2019 polls, while the top party won 56% of the 
seats, its vote share was just 37%. As the voters 
have evolved, so has the battleground, and here’s 
a look at the numbers behind this journey.

From compiling voters' lists to destroying obsolete voting 
machines, the mammoth exercise incurs an expenditure 
running into thousands of crores of rupees in recent elections.

*includes expenditure on electoral offices, electoral rolls, conduct of elections 
and issue of photo identity cards. **includes amount spent on holding 
simultaneous state polls. Data for 2019 not available.

THE MONEY

Centre's expenditure* on Lok Sabha elections (in ₹ crore)

Total estimated poll-related expenditure in Lok Sabha 
elections by various entities (in ₹ crore)

1951-52

1957

1962

1967

1971

1977

1980

1984-85

1989

1991-92

1996

1998

1999

2004**

2009

2014

55,000

This includes estimates of possibly unaccounted-for 
expenditure, such as cash given to voters. 
* includes expenditure on assembly elections held in 2019.
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Lok Sabha polls: a walk through history

Poll-related budget of various stakeholders has 
been growing rapidly

The multi-party system in India makes it possible for thousands of candidates and hundreds of political parties to contest the elections. Much fewer make the cut.

THE CONTENDERS

Though the participation of people in general elections has improved over the years and across social groups, it continues to be work in progress.

Voter turnout in 2019 Lok Sabha 
elections, by state (in %)

THE VOTERS

In 2019, voter turnout crossed 70% in 
south, N-E; was lower in north and west

Single-largest party in Lok Sabha after each 
election: seat share and vote share (%)

Women voters' turnout 
in elections has caught 
up with that of men

The top party has failed to cross 40% vote 
share in the past eight elections

2019 polls saw the biggest number of political parties try their luck

Number of political parties in the fray in each election

Women candidature has improved, 
but remained below 10% mark in 2019
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Independent MPs in Lok Sabha have become 
rarer over the years

Number of independent candidates who won a seat 
in Lok Sabha elections
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Nearly a billion people are set to cast their votes to elect India’s 18th Lok Sabha, making it the largest electoral exercise in the world. Here’s a look at the size.

(in mn)

(in %)

THE BASICS

Electorate at a glance: About 970 mn registered voters eligible to cast their votes

Size of special groups in the electorate (in million)
Length of period between the first and last day of 
each Lok Sabha election (days)

2024 polls will be the longest since the 1951-52 marathon

Number of electors removed from the electoral 
rolls ahead of polls (in million)

Age 18-19

Dead Permanently shifted
/absent voters

Total: 16.6 million

Duplicate
voters

2019

2024

2019 2024

Share of 
electorate in 

total 
population: 

66.8%

Share of 
women in 

total 
electorate: 

48.7%

People with disability

201915 4.6

8.818.5 2024

6.8 7.5 2.2

Based on electoral rolls as of 8 February 2024

This refers to polls that took place as part of the main schedule, and excludes constituencies that 
voted separately due to various reasons. For example, in the 1984 polls, Assam and Punjab did not vote 
until 1985, and Vellore seat voted separately in 2019 due to a postponement.

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

120
Number of days 

between the first and 
last day of the first 
Lok Sabha polls in 
1951-52, the longest 

on record.

1971 1977 1980 1984 1989 1991 1996 1998 1999 2004 2009 2014 2019 2024

44

912
969

40

50

60

70 Among men

Among women
0

20

40

60

80

Seat share

Vote share

Majority mark

All data under the heads "The Money", "The Contenders" and "The Voters" is only for the first election that took place in each seat for each Lok Sabha. This means, for example, that the 
election on the Vellore seat in 2019, which was held separately, is covered, and so are the elections in some states in 1984 and 1991 which took place the next year. No by-election is covered, 
even if it took place in the same year as the main election.

Source: Election Commission of India statistical reports, Trivedi Centre for Political Data, CMS Media, Budget documents, Mint research and analysis

Voter turnout in Lok Sabha elections, 
by gender (in %)

By Shuja Asrar and Tanay Sukumar
shuja.asrar@livemint.com
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Third 
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2019 0.04

0.052024

₹7,103 crore 
Total expected expense by the 
Centre on electronic voting machines 
between 2019-20 and 2024-25, as per 
Budget documents. This includes 
funds given to the poll panel for 
procurement of ballot units, control 
units, voter verifiable paper audit trail 
(VVPAT) units, and other ancillary 
expenditure on electronic voting 
machines (EVMs) including 
destruction of old ones.
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the Supreme Court’s orders. 
This followed another dataset 
published by the ECI last week 
based on the information sub-
mitted by the State Bank of 
India (SBI), the sole bank autho-
rized to sell and redeem elect-
oral bonds. The latest dataset by 
the ECI included scanned cop-
ies of the disclosures made by 
the political parties, running 
into hundreds of pages.

While initially the data sub-
mitted by the SBI pertained to a 

FROM PAGE 1 period from 12 April 2019 till 
the scrapping of the bonds by 
the apex court last month, the 
latest disclosure is based on the 
declarations given by various 
political parties in November 
last year on the bonds 
redeemed by them since the 
scheme was launched in early 
2018, and till September 2023.

The ECI had told the 
Supreme Court that it could not 
release the full data last week 
since it had earlier submitted 
the details received from par-
ties to the court’s registry and 

had not retained copies. The 
ECI released the full list after 
the court returned the material.

Since the DMK’s disclosures 
are till September 2023, it is not 
clear whether Future Gaming 
made further donations to the 
DMK in the last six months. 
Since October 2023, the com-
pany’s electoral bond pur-
chases add up to ₹133 crore, 
according to Mint calculations.

According to an earlier 
report compiled by NGO Asso-
ciation of Democratic Reforms 
(ADR), electoral bonds worth 

₹16,518 crore were sold from 
March 2018 to January 2024.

The two datasets can 
together be used to calculate the 
value of total electoral bonds 
encashed by each political party 
since inception. With this, the 
Bharatiya Janata Party’s cumu-
lative donations received 
through electoral bonds swelled 
to ₹8,251.8 crore. This includes 
₹6,986.5 crore encashed 
between March 2018 and Sep-
tember 2023, the period that 
the fresh data was for, and 
₹1,264.3 crore received between 

October 2023 and January 
2024, the data for which the ECI 
had already released last week.

The BJP received nearly half 
the funds received under the 
now-scrapped electoral bonds 
scheme. The Congress now 
becomes the second-biggest 
recipient at ₹1,952 crore, fol-
lowed by the Trinamool Con-
gress (₹1,705 crore), and the 
Bharat Rashtra Samithi (₹1,408 
crore). The partial data released 
last week had put the Trina-
mool at the second spot.

(With inputs from PTI)

Who got what via electoral bonds: ECI reveals data

PARAS JAIN/MINT
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Airlines grapple with 
Boeing’s supply woes

Carriers say they’re trimming schedules, looking for alternatives to 737s

The planemaker is currently focusing on fixing quality lapses exposed by the 5 January 

accident on an Alaska Airlines flight. AFP

Bloomberg

feedback@livemint.com

B
oeing Co.’s disastrous start to 
2024 is spilling over to airlines 
and their passengers as produc-
tion delays at the US planemaker 
exacerbate an already nascent 

shortage of single-aisle jets that form the 
backbone of commercial air travel.

United Airlines Holdings Inc., South-
west Airlines Co. and Ryanair Holdings Plc 
are among the companies scrambling to 
respond to reduced deliveries from Boeing 
as the planemaker focuses on fixing quality 
lapses exposed by the 5 January accident 
on an Alaska Airlines flight. 

With the busy summer travel season in 
view, carriers say they’re trimming sched-
ules and looking for alternatives to 737s 
they’ve already ordered, while also con-
tending with issues afflicting narrowbodies 
from Airbus SE. Even Boeing seems uncer-
tain when the planes will be ready as an 
army of US inspectors sift through its facto-
ries, meaning the company can’t make any 
firm predictions when things might return 
to normal.

“All they’re saying is as you’d expect: ‘We 
are working as hard as we can. We are sorry 
for your disruption. We’re doing the best 
we can,’” said John Plueger, chief executive 
officer of aircraft leasing company Air 
Lease Corp. “‘As soon as we 
have certainty, we will advise 
you.’ They are saying that.”

Airbus, Boeing’s main com-
petitor, is largely sold out 
through the end of this dec-
ade, so there isn’t an obvious 
place for airlines to turn. Like 
Boeing, the European plane-
maker has been struggling to raise produc-
tion back to pre-pandemic rates. A separate 
engine-wear issue has grounded hundreds 
of Airbus planes, further denting aircraft 
availability at a time when demand from 
airlines is particularly hot.

Boeing said in a comment that the com-
pany is “squarely focused on implementing 

changes to strengthen quality across our 
production system and taking the neces-
sary time to deliver high quality airplanes 
that meet all regulatory requirements. We 
continue to stay in close contact with our 
valued customers about these issues and 
our actions to address them.”

“This is not just a this-year problem. This 
has been a multiyear issue,” Steven Town-

end, who heads aircraft lessor BOC Avia-
tion Ltd, said in a Bloomberg Television 
interview on 15 March. “It is going to take 
several years to really catch back up again.”

For passengers, this will mean fewer 
flight options and potentially higher prices 
on at least some popular routes. The short-
ages chiefly affect single-aisle workhorses 

like the Boeing 737 and Airbus A320-family 
jets that fly short to mid-range distances 
and make up the bulk of the global fleet. As 
a result, domestic and regional flights are 
seeing more of an impact than longer-dis-
tance journeys. Airlines haven’t added 
seats between New York and Los Angeles 
quickly enough to match demand, accord-
ing to Amex Global Business Travel. The 

agency projects business-class 
fares will rise as much as 8.5% 
on the busy coast-to-coast 
route during the peak summer 
season.

Between Seattle and San 
Francisco, prices in both busi-
ness and economy are forecast 
to surge as much as 18% during 

the first half of the year, according to Amex 
GBT, while fares between Chicago and Las 
Vegas may rise by 9.6%. The broader out-
look for ticket prices is less definitive. US 
fares skyrocketed in 2022 and early 2023 
when travelers stormed back to the skies, 
but then fell back through most of last year 
as domestic demand weakened.

TURBULENCE AHEAD

THE company can’t 
make any firm 
predictions when 
things might return 
to normal

AIRLINES have no 
alternative as Airbus 
has largely sold out 
through the end of 
this decade

THE shortages 
chiefly affect single-
aisle workhorses like 
the Boeing 737 and 
Airbus A320
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PUBLIC NOTICE
GUVNL issued Request for Selection for Purchase of Power
from 500 MW solar PV projects to be set up / under construc-
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Greenshoe option of additional capacity up to 500 MW without
energy storage (GUVNL Phase-XXIV) through RfS No.
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D
on Lemon got to see both 
sides of Elon Musk. First, 
there was the charming 
side of the billionaire 
who personally was 

behind the scenes wooing an initially 
skeptical Lemon to bring his style of 
on-camera journalism to X, which 
Musk insisted was a home for all sides 
of debate.

Then there was the rash side of 
Musk, who after sitting down with 
Lemon for an interview to be released 
Monday as part of the newsman’s first 
online show, fired off an angry text to 
the journalist’s agent: Contract is can-
celed . 

In that split second, Musk entered 
a new stage of public life as owner of 
a massive communication platform. 
For the past year or so of his X owner-
ship, he has mostly acted as host of 
content and amplifier of opinions he 
supported. Now, he was in a way 
exerting editorial control. 

For X Chief Executive Linda Yac-
carino, Lemon was supposed to be 
Exhibit A in the case that X isn’t a 
right-wing partisan tool but, as Musk 
has claimed, a town square for all 
sides of debate—left, right and every-
thing in between.

Now Lemon is just the latest 
exhibit of how Musk blows up plans 
seemingly at a whim, another setback 
in Yaccarino’s thankless task of trying 
to assure brands that they can trust 
her and X. 

After years and years on TV, the 
former CNN star was known for stick-
ing his finger in the eyes of powerful 
people, asking uncomfortable ques-
tions, and, as a Black, gay man, fight-
ing to make diverse viewpoints heard.

For X, attracting Lemon marked a 
strong contrast to former Fox News 
star Tucker Carlson , whose high-
profile embrace of X last year came as 
some users and advertisers worried 
about a hard-right turn.

“I hope that many others, particu-
larly from the left, also choose to be 
content creators on this platform,” 
Musk said shortly after Carlson 
announced he would take his talents 
to X after being ousted from Fox 
News last spring.

Musk started publicly courting 
Lemon in spring of last year after the 
newsman was let go from CNN, 
where he had been one of the big 
names on the international news 
channel.

Musk’s deputy, Yaccarino, 
appeared left in a lurch this past week 
after having worked to land Lemon 
on the platform. Her January 
announcement of the Lemon-X part-
nership was seen as an antidote for 
advertisers nervous about the billion-
aire’s erratic ways and his amplifica-
tion of tweets that in recent months 
have touched on antisemitism , immi-
gration and corporate-diversity 
efforts .

Facing competition for viral con-
tent from creators on rivals at TikTok 
and YouTube, Musk tried to attract 

Lemon join her at a dinner with mar-
keters as she tried to talk up the excit-
ing future ahead with X. 

As winter sped on and it came time 
to launch the show, Lemon asked if 
Musk was game to be his first guest, 
and the billionaire quickly agreed. 

But even as he did, signs lingered 
that Musk had lost interest in selling 
X as a warm welcoming place for all 
comers. 

Two days before the interview, 
Musk was on stage at a Morgan Stan-
ley conference in San Francisco 
where he was asked about Yacca-
rino’s recent efforts to woo advertis-
ers.

Musk passed. “I don’t really pay a 
lot of attention.”

The moderator said he would then 
skip his question on efforts to protect 
advertisers’ brand safety, and Musk 
erupted into laughter. 

He was then back to Austin, home 
of Musk’s electric-car company, Tesla 
, and was spotted at a party tied to the 
South by Southwest festival occur-
ring in the Texas town the night 
before the fateful interview with 
Lemon, held for 90 minutes on 
March 8. 

Only snippets of the interview have 
been released so far, including testy 
exchanges between Lemon and Musk 
over questions about the billionaire’s 
drug use—The Wall Street Journal 
has reported that he has taken keta-
mine and other substances—and per-
ceived failings at fighting hate speech 
on X. 

Musk has said he has never failed a 
drug test, and X says it is making an 
effort to reduce the spread of hate 
speech.

“Don, the only reason I’m doing 
this interview is because you’re on 
the X platform and you asked for it,” 

Musk told him in one tense exchange. 
“Otherwise, I would not do this inter-
view.” 

The next day, Musk texted 
Lemon’s agent that the partnership 
was over. 

Lemon and his team as well as Yac-
carino and her team were left trying 
to pick up the pieces over the past 
weekend, hoping to rectify the deal, 
according to the person familiar with 
the matter. One of X’s corporate 
accounts reposted a promotion for 
the show’s debut. But Lemon eventu-
ally concluded that Musk’s verdict 
was final. Then Lemon went public 
with his side of the dispute, saying 
Wednesday on X that Musk pulled his 
promised support for the show, 
which will still be shown on X along 
with other platforms. 

“His commitment to a global town 
square where all questions can be 
asked and all ideas can be shared 
seems not to include questions of him 
from people like me,” Lemon wrote in 
a letter posted on X.

In his own posting, Musk 
responded that Lemon’s approach 
“was basically just ‘CNN, but on social 
media,’ which doesn’t work as evi-
denced by the fact that CNN is dying.” 

X and Musk emphasized that 
Lemon is free to post his content on 
the platform on his own, like anyone 
else. The interview is expected to still 
be uploaded Monday on X, YouTube 
and elsewhere. 

Now, all that is left to argue over is 
payment. Both sides seem to agree 
that there was no final contract 
signed. But Lemon’s team has been 
clear. “Don has a deal with X and 
expects to be paid for it,” a statement 
said. “If we have to go to court we 
will.”

© 2024 DOW JONES & CO. INC.

Unexpected split leaves X CEO Linda Yaccarino with another loss

Behind the breakup of 
Elon Musk and Don Lemon

For the past year or so, Elon Musk has mostly acted as host of content and amplifier of opinions he supported. Now, he was in a way exerting editorial control. AP

some of cable news’s biggest stars to 
X.

Such wins might show other, less-
er-known online creators that X was 
the place to monetize their content. 

“Have you considered doing your 
show on this platform?” Musk 
tweeted at Lemon in May. “Maybe 
worth a try. Audience is much big-
ger.”

Then in June, as Carlson’s show 
launched on X, Musk again publicly 
made the case for Lemon and MSNBC 
star Rachel Maddow to join the plat-
form. “It’d be great to have @maddow 
, @donlemon & others on the left put 
their shows on this platform. No 
exclusivity or legal docs required!” 
Musk tweeted. “You will receive our 
full support. The digital town square 
is for all.”

Behind the scenes, Musk, Yacca-
rino and others were reaching out 
directly to Lemon 
through texts and 
calls, according to 
a person familiar 
with the effort. 

Eventually Musk and Lemon had a 
lengthy call, the person said, during 
which the billionaire made the hard 
sell on why they should have a formal 
relationship. 

Anyone was free to post on X, but 
Musk wasn’t proposing a run-of-the-
mill deal. Instead, Lemon would get 
paid for some exclusive content on 
the platform and his posts would get 
boosted across the platform, helping 
give him a valuable audience. Think 
lighter fluid on a barbecue. 

Still, Lemon, who worried about 
working with X, insisted on keeping 
editorial control. 

“He never was my boss,” Lemon 
said during an interview Wednesday 
on CNN. “They never had any edito-

rial control of the show. The only rea-
son I was doing it is because of distri-
bution. I wanted…my work to be seen 
by the biggest number of people.”

The exact terms of their agreement 
haven’t been disclosed. 

Lemon alluded to the details dur-
ing the appearance on CNN, saying 
he was free to post “The Don Lemon 
Show” on other platforms in addition 
to X, but he had a deal for additional 
content that would run exclusively on 
Musk’s platform for a set period. 
undefined undefined That bonus 
material, such as, perhaps, several 
short video clips a week, was part of a 
deal that would give Lemon pay-
ments plus revenue share from X, 
according to the person familiar with 
the deal. 

Meanwhile, X seemed eager to 
announce something.  By the end of 
2023, Musk was trying to convince 

t h e  w o r l d  h e 
wasn’t antisemitic 
after he amplified 
hateful vitriol and 

faced claims by an outside group that 
certain brand ads were running near 
pro-Nazi content. (He has called his 
tweet foolish and the claims unfair.)

Some big advertisers had enough 
and pulled their spending, further 
hindering the company’s already 
troubled finances. 

In January, Yaccarino wanted 
Lemon in Las Vegas at the large tech 
conference known as CES to 
announce their partnership. Lemon 
was part of a slate of shows for X 
promised by Yaccarino that included 
former Rep. Tulsi Gabbard and sports 
talk show host Jim Rome . 

“We’ve been waiting for your 
return, Welcome @donlemon!!” Yac-
carino tweeted.

That evening, Yaccarino had 

third parties post, with a few 
exceptions . The Supreme 
Court left core elements of 
Section 230 unchanged after 
deciding on two cases involv-
ing the law in 2023.

The Justice Department in 
the past has tried to extend the 
reach of federal drug laws to 
make an internet platform cul-
pable when companies use it 
to break the law. In 2011, Goo-
gle agreed to forfeit $500 mil-
lion for allowing online Cana-
dian pharmacies to place ads 

targeting U.S. consumers, 
resulting in the unlawful 
importation of prescription 
drugs in the U.S.

Gretchen Peters, executive 
director of the Alliance to 
Counter Crime Online, con-
firmed that her organization 
had received a federal sub-
poena in the Meta investiga-
tion but declined to comment 
further.

As part of the investigation, 
prosecutors also subpoenaed 
the Algorithmic Transparency 

Andrea Fuller

feedback@livemint.com

F
ederal authorities are 
investigating Meta Plat-
forms for its role in the 

illicit sale of drugs, according 
to documents and people 
familiar with the matter. 

U.S. prosecutors in Virginia 
have been sending subpoenas 
and asking questions as part of 
a criminal grand jury probe 
looking into whether the com-
p a n y ’ s 
social-me-
dia plat-
forms are 
facilitating and profiting from 
the illegal sale of drugs, the 
people familiar with the mat-
ter said. Meta is the owner of 
Instagram and Facebook.

The prosecutors have 
requested records related to 
“violative drug content on 
Meta’s platforms and/or the 
illicit sale of drugs via Meta’s 
platforms,” according to cop-
ies of subpoenas reviewed by 
The Wall Street Journal. The 
subpoenas were delivered last 
year. 

The Food and Drug Admin-

istration has been helping with 
the investigation, the people 
familiar with the matter said. 
Investigations don’t always 
result in formal charges of 
wrongdoing. The prosecutors’ 
office and a spokeswoman for 
the FDA declined to comment. 

“The sale of illicit drugs is 
against our policies and we 
work to find and remove this 
content from our services,” a 
spokesman for Meta said in a 
statement. “Meta proactively 

cooperates 
with law 
e n f o r c e -
m e n t 

authorities to help combat the 
sale and distribution of illicit 
drugs.”

On Friday, Nick Clegg , 
Meta’s president of global 
affairs, said the company has 
joined an effort alongside the 
State Department and others 
to help disrupt the sale of syn-
thetic drugs online and edu-
cate users about the risks. “The 
opioid epidemic is a major 
public health issue that 
requires action from all parts 
of US society,” he wrote in a 
tweet. 

Meta has enlisted outside 
entities to screen advertisers 
and content that might violate 
rules regarding the promotion 
and sale of drugs. A company 
called LegitScript helps deter-
mine which companies can 
advertise and promote pre-
scription medication on its 
platforms. Researchers at the 
University of Alabama at Bir-
mingham had a partnership 
with Facebook to help flag 
problematic content related to 
drug sales. A spokeswoman for 
the university said it isn’t a 
current service provider for 
Meta.

Social-media companies 
have recently come under 
scrutiny from members of 
Congress for content that has 
harmed young people, partic-
ularly children. 

Lawmakers have been dis-
cussing the need to hold the 
technology companies 
responsible for what third par-
ties post on their platforms. 
Efforts to do so have been 
complicated by Section 230 of 
the Communications Decency 
Act , which says that online 
platforms aren’t liable for what 

Institute, a project of the non-
profit National Conference on 
Citizenship, for research 
related to violative drug con-
tent on Meta Platforms. A spe-
cial agent from the FDA’s 
criminal-investigations divi-
sion delivered the subpoena, 
said Cameron Hickey, the con-
ference’s chief executive. The 
group turned over to prosecu-
tors thousands of telehealth 
company ads 
from Meta’s ad 
library, many fea-
turing prescrip-
tion drugs, which 
researchers col-
lected at the 
request of the 
Journal in 2022, 
Hickey said. 

During the 
pandemic, such telehealth 
companies flooded Facebook 
and Instagram with ads tout-
ing prescription drugs for the 
treatment of attention-deficit 
hyperactivity disorder, anxiety 
and other medical conditions. 
Employees and patients said in 
interviews that the ads con-
tributed to the abuse of con-
trolled substances such as 

Adderall.
A Journal investigation in 

2022 highlighted telehealth 
companies’ ads that touted 
benefits of medications with 
no mention of side effects and 
promoted drugs for uses that 
weren’t approved by the 
FDA—skirting traditional FDA 
advertising rules. The FDA has 
typically limited the scope of 
its regulatory authority to 

packers, distribu-
tors and manu-
facturers of pre-
scription drugs. 
The telehealth 
companies told 
the Journal that 
they aren’t sub-
ject to FDA rules 
because they are 
medical provid-

ers—not the manufacturers, 
packers or distributors of the 
drugs. 

Sellers have recently adver-
tised counterfeit versions of 
blockbuster weight-loss drugs 
on Meta’s platforms, including 
one drug that is still at least two 
years away from receiving 
FDA approval, the Journal has 
reported. Meta took down 

some of the ads that were 
flagged by the Journal, but in 
some cases, nearly identical 
ones popped up soon after. 

Assistant U.S. Attorney 
Randy Ramseyer, who previ-
ously investigated Purdue 
Pharma’s marketing of Oxy-
Contin, requested the subpoe-
nas. Ramseyer was featured as 
a character in the Hulu mini-
series “Dopesick,” about the 
opioid crisis in the U.S. Ram-
seyer works in U.S. Attorney 
Christopher Kavanaugh’s 
office. 

Last month, a bipartisan 
group of senators sent a letter 
to the FDA , requesting that 
the agency take action against 
the marketing of prescription 
drugs on social media, citing 
the Journal’s previous report-
ing about telehealth company 
ads promoting easy access to 
prescription drugs. 

A Journal investigation in 
2021 found that TikTok served 
minors thousands of videos 
containing drug and other 
adult content; TikTok didn’t 
respond as to whether it also 
received a subpoena.

© 2024 DOW JONES & CO. INC.

US is investigating Meta for role in drug sales

This is part of a probe into whether the company’s social-media 

platforms are facilitating and profiting from sale of drugs. REUTERS

Meta says sale of 
illicit drugs is 

against its policies 
and it works to 

find and remove 
this content from 

its service

A woman casts her ballot during Russia’s presidential election at 

a polling station in Moscow on Sunday. AFP

Reuters
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Moscow

P
resident Vladimir Putin is 
poised to tighten his grip 
on power on Sunday in a 

Russian election that is certain 
to deliver him a landslide vic-
tory, though some opponents 
staged a symbolic noon protest 
at polling stations against his 
rule.

Putin, who rose to power in 
1999, is poised to win a new six-
year term that, if he completes 
it, would enable him to over-
take Josef Stalin and become 
Russia’s longest-serving leader 
for more than 200 years.

The election comes just over 
two years since Putin triggered 
the deadliest European conflict 
since World War Two by 
ordering the invasion of 
Ukraine. He casts it as a “special 
military operation”.

War has hung over the three 
day election: Ukraine has 
repeatedly attacked oil refiner-
ies in Russia, shelled Russian 
regions and 
sought to pierce 
Russian borders 
with proxy forces 
- a move Putin 
said would not be 
left unpunished.

While Putin’s 
re-election is not 
in doubt given his 
control over Rus-
sia and the absence of any real 
challengers, the former KGB 
spy wants to show that he has 
the overwhelming support of 
Russians.

The Kremlin has sought a 
high turnout. Several hours 
before polls closed at 1800 
GMT, the nationwide turnout 
surpassed 2018 levels of 67.5%.

Supporters of Alexei 
Navalny, who died in an Arctic 
prison last month, had called 
on Russians to come out at a 
“Noon against Putin” protest to 
show their dissent against a 
leader they cast as a corrupt 
autocrat.

“Alexei was fighting for very 
simple things: for freedom of 
speech, for fair elections, for 
democracy and our right to live 
without corruption and war,” 
Navalny’s widow, Yulia, said in 
a message to a rally in Budapest 
on March 15.

“Putin is not Russia. Russia is 
not Putin.”

There was no independent 
tally of how many of Russia’s 114 
million voters turned out at 
noon to show opposition to 
Putin, amid extremely tight 
security involving tens of thou-
sands of police and security 
officials.

Reuters journalists saw a 
slight increase in the flow of 
voters, especially younger peo-
ple, at noon at some polling sta-
tions in Moscow and Yekater-
inburg, with queues of several 
hundred people. Some said 
they were protesting though 
there were few outward signs to 
distinguish them from ordi-
nary voters.

Leonid Volkov, an exiled 
Navalny aide who was attacked 
with a hammer last week in Vil-
nius, estimated hundreds of 
thousands of people had come 
out to polling stations in Mos-
cow, St Petersburg, Yekaterin-
burg and other cities.

At polling stations at Russian 
diplomatic missions from Aus-
tralia and Japan to Armenia, 
Kazakhstan and Georgia, hun-

dreds of Russians 
stood in line at 
noon.

Over the previ-
ous two days, 
there were scat-
tered incidents of 
protest as some 
Russians set fire to 
voting booths and 
poured dye into 

ballot boxes, drawing a rebuke 
from Russian officials who 
called them scumbags and trai-
tors. Opponents posted some 
pictures of ballots spoiled with 
slogans insulting Putin.

But Navalny’s death has left 
the scattered opposition 
deprived of its most formidable 
leader, and other major opposi-
tion figures are abroad, in jail or 
dead. The West casts Putin as 
an autocrat and a killer. US 
President Joe Biden last month 
dubbed him a “crazy SOB”. The 
International Criminal Court in 
the Hague has indicted him for 
the alleged war crime of 
abducting Ukrainian children, 
which the Kremlin denies.

Putin casts the war as part of 
a centuries-old battle with a 
declining and decadent West 
that he says humiliated Russia 
after the Berlin Wall fell in 1989 
by encroaching on what Putin 
considers to be Russia’s sphere 
of influence such as Ukraine.

Russia election set to 
tighten Putin’s grip 
amid sparse protests

If Putin completes 
a new six-year 

term, he would 
overtake Stalin as 
Russia’s longest-

serving leader for 
over 200 years
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F
rench sports retailer Decathlon is 
accelerating its investments to ramp up 
production and enhance its retail 

presence further in India, one of its “most 
important” global markets, its global CEO 
Barbara Martin Coppola has said.

Decathlon expects to continue its “high 
growth rate” from the Indian market, which is 
also emerging as an important manufacturing 
hub for the sports retailer, from where it 
currently exports around 65% of production to 
global markets, she added. For Decathlon, 
India is currently among the top ten global 
markets, growing “twice the rate” of others, 
where it entered in 2009 and now operates a 
network of 129 stores, she said. 

Coppola said she is “really impressed” with 
the evolution of the sports culture in India, 
especially among the middle class, which is 
gradually getting engaged in different kinds of 
sports, amid a rise in their income level. PTI

Decathlon to push 
India investments

T
he government has appointed 
Sheyphali B Sharan as its new 
spokesperson, according to an order 

issued by the ministry of information and 
broadcasting on Saturday. 

Sharan, a 1990-batch Indian Information 
Service (IIS) officer, will take charge as 
principal director general (PDG) of the Press 
Information Bureau (PIB) after incumbent 
PDG Manish Desai’s tenure ends on 31 March.

Sharan will be the first woman officer to 
head the PIB since the Modi government first 
came into power in 2014. She is a seasoned 
officer with a successful stint as spokesperson 
of the Election Commission during the 2019 
general elections. She has also served as chief 
communication officer for the railway 
ministry.

In a related development, Maushami 
Chakraborty has been appointed director 
general of All India Radio (AIR), the public 
news broadcaster. 

Chakraborty, a 1991-batch IIS officer, will 
take charge in April, replacing Vasudha 
Gupta. DHIRENDRA KUMAR 

Sharan picked as 
govt spokesperson

Sheyphali B Sharan will take charge as principal 

DG of PIB from April. X/IIS OFFICER TRAINEES

I
ndia’s smartphone exports to the US jumped to 
$3.53 billion in April-December this fiscal 
against $998 million in the same period last 

year, according to the commerce ministry data.
The increasing outbound shipments led to 

an increase in the smartphones’ market share 
to 7.76% during April-December this fiscal 
from 2% in the same period of last year, the data 
showed.

Increasing exports have made India the 
third-biggest smartphone exporter to the US.

An official said that an increase in overall 
smartphone production has helped in pushing 
exports. PTI

Mobile exports to 
US jump in Apr-Dec

A
 total of 259 roads, including five national highways, are closed for 
vehicular traffic in Himachal Pradesh following snow and rain in 
recent days with the local MeT office cautioning of fresh disturbance 

affecting the state.
“A fresh western disturbance is likely to affect the western himalayan 

region from Monday while another such disturbance would affect the region 
from the night of Wednesday,” the MeT office on Sunday said.

The MeT office also predicted rain and snow at isolated places on high hills 
on Monday and Tuesday and wet spell in the state from Thursday onwards.

A maximum of 237 roads are blocked in Lahaul and Spiti, nine in Kinnaur, 
five in Chamba, four in Kullu, two in Mandi and one each in Shimla and 
Kangra districts, according to the state emergency operation centre.

Meanwhile, the higher reaches and tribal areas received mild snow, and 
Gondla and Keylong in Lahaul and Spiti district received traces of snow.

Kukumseri was the coldest at night, recording a low of minus 4.3 °C while 
Una with a high of 29.8 °C was hottest during the day. PTI

Five national highways, 259 roads closed as snow, rain lash HP 

A maximum of 237 roads are blocked in Lahaul and Spiti. PTI

M
other Dairy will invest ₹650 crore to 
set up two new plants for processing of 
milk as well as fruits and vegetables to 

expand its business amid rising consumer 
demand. Mother Dairy, a leading milk supplier 
in Delhi-NCR, will also invest another ₹100 
crore to expand capacities of its existing plants.

“In our endeavour to expand our 
distribution and reach to our consumers, we 
have earmarked a capital expenditure (capex) 
outlay of over ₹750 crore to enhance our dairy 
and F&V (fruits and vegetables) processing 
capacities across key locations,” Mother Dairy 
Fruits and Vegetables Pvt Ltd M. D. Manish 
Bandlish told PTI.

Mother Dairy is coming up with a big dairy 
plant in Nagpur, Maharashtra with an 
investment of around ₹525 crore, he said.

This upcoming plant will serve the markets 
of central and southern regions. PTI

Mother Dairy to set 
up two new plants

I
ndia and the Maldives on Sunday reviewed 
the ongoing deployment of Indian civilian 
technical personnel to enable the continued 

operation of Indian aviation platforms in the 
island nation. Both sides carried out the review 
at the third meeting of the high-level core group 
held in Male with a focus on withdrawal of 
Indian military personnel from the island.

India on Friday said its first team of military 
personnel that was operating an advanced light 
helicopter in the Maldives has returned from 
that country. The military team has been 
replaced by civilian technical experts. Maldivian 
President Mohamed Muizzu had set a 10 March 
deadline for the withdrawal of the first group of 
Indian military personnel from his country.

The ministry of external affairs (MEA) said in a 
statement that both sides continued their 
discussions on wide-ranging issues related to 
bilateral cooperation.     PTI

India, Maldives hold 
core group meeting

A
pplications for retail jobs were up 8% in 
2023 from the previous year, with a 
majority of candidates applying for such 

roles in tier-1 cities, data from recruitment firm 
WorkIndia showed. The vast majority (93.89%) 
of these applications were for retail partner or 
retail manager positions, with tier-1 cities, 
particularly Bengaluru, showing substantial 
demand for retail partners. During the year, 
demand for retail jobs surged by 18%.

The data also reflected the rapid expansion 
by offline retailers over the past couple of years. 
For instance, gross leasing stood at 2.8 million 
square feet in the first half of 2023, according 
to real estate consulting firm CBRE, far 
outstripping fresh retail supply in the market. 
The vacancy rate declined sharply after the 
pandemic due to robust leasing on the back of 
aggressive expansion plans of retailers, the 
report said. SUNEERA TANDON 

In 2023, retail job 
applications up 8%

A majority of candidates applying for retail jobs 

were in tier-1 cities. MINT
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C
oal stocks across power plants in the 
country will be enough to meet the 
anticipated surge in power demand 
in the upcoming summer, according 
to Amrit Lal Meena, secretary, union 

ministry of coal. 
In an interview, he said the accretion of coal 

stock at plants will continue even during the sum-
mer and monsoon, in contrast to last year's deple-
tion. Total coal stocks may touch 155 million ton-
nes by the end of the fiscal, against 125mt last year, 
he added.

Noting that since November coal stocks at ther-
mal plants have increased at a rapid pace, he said 
daily coal stock accretion stood at about 194,000 
tonnes in the second half of February, compared 
with 26,000 tonnes in the corresponding period 
of last year.

Coal inventory may hit 155mt 
by FY24-end: coal ministry 

Coal stock to rise even during summer and monsoon, in contrast to last year's decline

ELECTION MODE

Police personnel conduct a flag march after the Model Code of Conduct was enforced following the announcement of the schedule of Lok Sabha 

elections, in Bhopal on Sunday. PTI

Similarly in the first half of March, stocks grew 
by about 209,000 tonnes, compared with a 
depletion of 42,000 tonnes during the corre-
sponding period of the last fiscal as temperatures 
rose in March last year.

“In the first 15 days of March last year, depletion 
of coal stock started 
because tempera-
tures had increased. 
But this year, it has 
i n c r e a s e d  b y 
200,000 tonnes 
per day. This trend 
will  continue, 
because capacity 
has increased significantly, both for production 
and transportation. There is not much chance for 
depletion during April, May and June. This trend 
will continue even in monsoons,” Meena said. 
However, the rate of daily increase in stocks may 
slow down in the monsoons.

Usually, with high power demand and coal con-
sumption by plants, stocks at the plant-end 
deplete during the summers, while monsoon rain 
impacts both production and transportation of 
the mineral, adding to the fall in inventory.

The remark on having a healthy coal stock posi-
tion in the high 
demand period 
gains significance as 
the union ministry 
o f  p o w e r  h a s 
directed power gen-
erating companies 
to continue blend-
ing 6% imported 

coal till June amid projections of high power 
demand and concerns over logistical issues.

The peak power demand in the next fiscal is 
expected touch 260 GW, a new high, and way 
above the 243 GW hit last year.

rituraj.baruah@livemint.com

Power ministry has directed power 
generating firms to keep blending 6% 

imported coal till June amid 
projections of high power demand

also been published and forms 
a part of the notice to the 
shareholders.”

In June 2023, ICICI Securi-
ties proposed to delist from the 
public markets and become a 
100% subsidiary of parent 

ICICI Bank. Investors will vote 
on the resolution between 22 
and 26 March, before a meet-
ing on 27 March.

Only minority shareholders 
of ICICI Securities, who col-
lectively own 25.23% of the 

ICICI Securities would have 
been justified, as the funds can 
lock in a risk-free rate of return 
by implementing “special situ-
ation strategies”, said U.R. 
Bhat, co-founder of Alphaniti 
Fintech and a former director 
of JP Morgan India. In other 
words, this means that the 
funds buy the target com-
pany—ICICI Securities in this 
case—and sell the acquiring 
company, ICICI Bank, to 
pocket the risk-free spread of 
₹21 without any tax implica-
tion for the fund.

However, this spread was 
negative in February, closing 
the opportunity of profiting 
from arbitrage.

The mutual funds that 

FROM PAGE 1 bought into ICICI Securities in 
February include UTI Banking 
and Financial Services Fund, 
Kotak ELSS Tax Saver 
Scheme, Kotak Multicap 
Fund, Axis Quant Fund, UTI 
Balanced Advantage Fund, ITI 
Banking and Financial Servi-
ces Fund, Kotak Banking & 
Financial Services Fund, and 
ITI Value Fund. These funds 
collectively bought almost a 
million shares between them, 
worth just over ₹75 crore as of 
29 February.

Interestingly, these funds 
had no exposure to ICICI 
Securities before February. 
Most of them also have a sig-
nificant exposure to ICICI 
Bank shares. Data for share 
purchases in March is 
unavailable as yet, to see if the 

funds are still buying into 
ICICI Securities. Broadly, 
mutual funds were net sellers 
of ICICI Securities in Decem-
ber and January.

Mint sought comments 
from these funds on their 
rationale for buying ICICI 
Securities shares and how they 
plan to vote on the delisting 
proposal. UTI Mutual Fund, 
Kotak Mutual Fund and Axis 
Mutual Fund declined to com-
ment. ITI Mutual Fund did not 
respond to Mint’s queries.

When contacted earlier on 
the swap ratio, an ICICI Secu-
rities spokesperson had said: 
“The valuation has been pre-
pared by reputed independent 
valuers and confirmed by 
reputed investment bankers. A 
detailed valuation report has 

company, can vote on the reso-
lution. ICICI Bank holds the 
remaining 74.77% shares of the 
company. To succeed, the res-
olution needs more than two-
thirds of the minority votes 
cast to be in its favour.

The resolution now hangs 
in a delicate balance. On one 
hand, two leading proxy advi-
sory firms have given a 
thumbs-up to the delisting. 
With nearly 17% of ICICI Secu-
rities shares held by institu-
tions like mutual funds, insur-
ance companies and foreign 
portfolio investors, a green 
light by proxy advisors can go 
a long way in getting the 
delisting through.

However, many public 
shareholders are an unhappy 
lot, disputing the valuation at 

which the company is being 
delisted. Many retail share-
holders have banded together 
on platforms like Telegram, 
WhatsApp and Twitter, 
gathering opposition to the 
delisting.

Some experts feel that 
delisting can still go through as 
it has several benefits for 
minority shareholders. Fol-
lowing delisting, the company 
will become a 100% subsidiary 
of ICICI Bank, effectively turn-
ing the transaction into a 
merger. 

This will act as a “hedge” 
against the cyclicality of the 
broking business during mar-
ket downturns and benefit 
minority shareholders, thanks 
to the business of wealth man-
agement and lending available 

to them under ICICI Bank, said 
Nirav Karkera, head of 
research at Fisdom. Karkera 
feels that the qualms of the 
shareholders are likely to be 
ironed out at the upcoming 
shareholder meeting, paving 
the way for the delisting.

ICICI Securities’ minority 
shareholders include foreign 
institutions like Norway’s Nor-
ges Bank Investment Manage-
ment, the world’s biggest sov-
ereign fund, which holds 3.2% 
of the company as of Decem-
ber-end. Life Insurance Corp. 
of India owns 2.58%, while 
Boston-based Fidelity, a large 
money manager with over $10 
trillion in assets under man-
agement, owns 1.29%.

nehal.chaliawala@live-
mint.com

Mutual funds snap up ICICI Securities shares as key vote looms

In June 2023, ICICI Securities proposed to delist from the public 

markets and become a 100% subsidiary of parent ICICI Bank. MINT
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The total duration of the voting period 
(in days) for the 2024 Lok Sabha election, 

the second longest after the first 
parliamentary elections in 1951-52

44
The increase in the world oil demand in 

2024, as per the International Energy 
Agency, which raised its demand 

projections for a 4th time since November

1.3 mbpd
The amount Apple agreed to pay to 

settle a class-action lawsuit that said Tim 
Cook defrauded shareholders by hiding 
the shrinking iPhone demand in China

$490 mn
The amount demanded by Gujarat’s 

tax department from food delivery major 
Zomato for availing excess input tax 

credit and paying less GST

₹8.57 cr
The size of the contract Elon 

Musk-owned SpaceX has signed to 
build a spy satellite network for a US 

intelligence agency

$1.8 bn

HOWINDIALIVES.COM
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KuruKsHetrA, HAryANA 

J
atinder Singh is ready for the next 
phase of his professional career. A 
former agriculture development 
officer at a public sector bank, 
37-year-old Singh is leaving a 
sought-after government job after 

nine years of service. Two years back, 
Singh, together with a friend set up an 
agritech service firm in Haryana’s Kur-
ukshetra district, hoping to bring cutting 
edge technologies to farmers. Their first 
bet—offering spraying services using 
drones—made him believe that cutting 
edge technologies can be profitably 
deployed on the farm.

The company, GuruDrone Agritech, 
with a small office in a newly built shop-
ping mall in the outskirts of Kurukshetra 
town, now provides drone-as-a-service 
to local farmers. Singh’s client list has 
seen a phenomenal growth, from less 
than ten farmers in 2022—most of whom 
had to be coaxed for trials—to over 1,000 
farmers in the last Kharif crop season 
that began in June last year. That season 
Singh serviced over 10,000 acres of farm 
land, spread across crops like rice, sugar-
cane and vegetables.

Singh’s firm now owns 20 drones. At 
an average purchase 
cost of ₹7.5 lakh per 
drone, it is an invest-
ment of ₹1.5 crore. 

A chunk of this capital 
investment was financed 
through the Agriculture 
Infrastructure Fund set 
up by the union govern-
ment, which provides 
loans at concessional 
rates of 6% per year.

A year of awareness campaigns and 
demonstrations seem to have paid off. 
“The technology is so popular that we are 
often unable to service the demand dur-
ing peak growing seasons. Farmers who 
have used drones vouch for its effective-
ness,” Singh claimed.

How are drones making a difference? 
Farmers usually spray pesticides or liq-
uid nutrients using hired labour who 
carry 20 litre knapsack tanks on their 
back—a drudgery during scorching 
summer months. Manual spraying usu-
ally costs around ₹200 per acre in labour 
charges and takes between 30-45 min-
utes. In comparison, spraying by drones 
with a payload of 10 litre takes just 5-7 
minutes for an acre.

Hiring a drone costs around ₹300-500 
for an acre, higher than manual spraying. 
But the spraying is more uniform and 
effective as the thrust created by the 
drone’s wings spray chemicals evenly in a 

fine mist, down to the bottom of the plants.
This is also safer as manual spraying 

entails the risk of contamination for 
workers, and serious health hazards and 
deaths in some cases. Drones are more 
effective while spraying on tall crops like 
sugarcane which are over 10 ft high. 
Workers often find it difficult to spray on 
those crops. The other benefit is a signifi-
cant reduction in use of water. Usually, 
150-200 litres of water is used for man-
ual spraying in an acre, compared to just 
10 litres using drones.

As drones are remotely operated from 
the edge of the field there is no trampling 
and damage to crops while spraying. But 
for most farmers who have used drones 
the biggest benefit is on-time sprays as 
hired workers are often hard to arrange 
during the peak season.

BillionS in the mAking

In the next few years, the drone-as-a-
service market could be a big opportu-

nity for rural entrepreneurs like Singh. A 
conservative, back of the envelope calcu-
lation by this writer shows that if a tenth 
of India’s total net sown area of 140 mil-
lion hectares is sprayed using drones, 
four times every year (two sprays per sea-
son in a year), it will create a ₹5,600 crore 
business opportunity. This calculation 
assumes a cost of ₹400 per acre, per spray 

for farmers. A hectare 
equals 2.5 acres. Of 
course, startups have 
more aggressive pro-
jections, running into 
billions of dollars. 

Add to this the mar-
ket for drone manufac-
turing, and the overall 
industry bulks up quite 
a bit. A 2022 report by 
the Federation of 

Indian Chambers of Commerce & Indus-
try, an industry lobby, and Ernst & 
Young, a consulting firm, estimated that 
India can unlock a ₹98,000 crore manu-
facturing potential in drones by 2030. 
Agriculture can contribute about a quar-
ter of that market, which includes other 
commercial uses in retail and infrastruc-
ture in addition to defence and security.

DRone DiDi

The recent push to use drones has 
emerged from all fronts—pesticide 

companies promoting its use for higher 
efficacy of their products leading to yield 
gains; drone manufacturers scoping out 
a new market; the government seeing it 
as a tool to empower women and create 
rural entrepreneurs.

In November last year, the govern-
ment approved a new ‘Namo Drone Didi’ 
scheme to provide drones to 15,000 
women self-help groups (SHGs). The 
scheme has a financial outlay of ₹1,261 
crore for the next two years, 2024-25 and 
2025-26. Under this scheme, women 
groups are eligible for 80% subsidy, up to 
₹8 lakh per drone. 

A qualified woman member will receive 
t w o - w e e k 

training to 
become a certi-

fied drone pilot after 
which the group 

can offer rental servi-

ces to farmers. The government expects 
each SHG to earn about ₹1 lakh per year.

At an event on 11 March, Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi handed 1,000 drones 
to rural women, marking the launch of 
the ‘Drone Sister’ scheme. India has the 
highest number of women commercial 
pilots globally, and now her daughters 
will be pioneering a new technology 
which will revolutionize agriculture, 
Modi said at the event.

Other than women groups, rural 
youth running custom hiring centers, 
farmer producer companies and individ-
ual farmers are also eligible for 40-50% 
subsidy for purchasing drones.

RiSe of DAAS

Currently, a handful of manufactures 
are offering drone variants 

approved by the Director General of 
Civil Aviation (DGCA). Spread across the 
country, the list includes Gurugram-
based IoTechWorld, Chennai-based 
Garuda Aerospace, Hyderabad-based 
Marut Dronetech, Bengaluru-based 
General Aeronautics, and Chennai-
based Dhaksha Unmanned Systems, 
which was acquired by Coromandel 
International, a leading manufacturer of 
fertilizers and pesticides.

While most of these firms are now 
making drones for spraying, the technol-
ogy is likely to see an upgrade in future. 
High-end multispectral cameras 
attached to drones can provide early 
warnings on diseases and pest attacks, 
perform soil tests, and monitor and 
record crop yields.

Our goal is to bridge the technology 
gap in Indian agriculture, said Deepak 
Bhardwaj, co-founder and director at 
IoTechWorld which began operations in 
2017. “For several years now, countries 
like China and Japan have been using 
drones extensively. Indian soils are in a 
poor state due to improper and overuse 
of chemicals. Drones can not only 
restore soil health but also improve crop 
yields,” Bhardwaj added.

“We do not think subsidies are 
required to promote drones as it can par-
alyze the system. Even at current costs, 
drones can deliver value to farmers. They 
can get additional two-three quintals of 
yields and a better-quality harvest. The 
higher prices and returns per unit of land 
will drive future demand,” Bhardwaj said.

It was not an easy ride, explained 
Bhardwaj. Aerial spraying of crop pro-
tection chemicals was a taboo after the 
endosulfan tragedy in Kerala. The trag-
edy, which took place in Kasaragod dis-
trict of the state, is considered one of the 
worst pesticide disasters globally. It 
started with the use of endosulfan, a pes-
ticide, in a populated, waterbody rich 
area where it was aerially sprayed on 
cashew plantations for 20 years. It led to 
cases of congenital anomalies, delayed 
puberty, mental retardation, abortions, 
and even cancer. Following court cases 
and public protests, Kerala banned the 
sale and use of endosulfan in 2003. 

For the past six years, drone manufac-
turers worked closely with government 
departments and agricultural research 
organizations. In April 2023, the agricul-
ture ministry released the standard oper-
ating procedure (SOP)—a manual for 

application of 
pesticides 
and crop 
nutrie n t s 
using drones.

According to the 
SOP, manual or trac-
tor-mounted spray-
ing leads to overuse 
of chemicals and 
water while drones can 
lower use of these inputs and 
reduce human exposure to haz-
ardous chemicals. For now, 477 
chemicals have been provisionally 
approved for drone spraying for two 
years. During this period pesticide man-
ufacturers are expected to generate 
safety and efficacy data.

Following the approval for commercial 
use in agriculture, IoTechWorld has sold 
2,000 drones. To propagate use of 
drones it now works with twenty drone-
as-a-service or DaaS partners—in this 
model, local entrepreneurs provide 
rental services to farmers. In 2021, Dha-
nuka Agritech, a leading pesticide manu-
facturer invested ₹30 crore in the startup.

Indian farmers need to adopt preci-
sion farming techniques to bridge the 
yield gaps to match global averages, said 
R.G. Agarwal, group chairman at Dha-
nuka. “Farmers will only be able to invest 
more when they earn more per acre of 
land. Alongside pesticides, drones can 
effectively solve the micronutrient defi-
ciencies in Indian soils,” he added. 

YielD gAinS

Back in Kurukshetra, an upbeat 
Jatinder Singh is banking on the 

growing demand. After a year of 
out-of-pocket spending to demon-
strate the effectiveness of drones, 
Singh is estimating a turnover of ₹1 

crore in the financial year ending March. 
He has already hired 25 certified drone 
pilots who receive a salary of ₹20,000 
per month along with accommodation.

Among them is 22-year-old Salita, 
who is pursuing a graduate degree. The 
daughter of a small farmer from Kaithal 
in Haryana, Salita received her pilot 
training in July last year. In a nearby 
farmers’ field, she demonstrated the 
workings of a drone which weighs 25kg 
(with a 10 litre payload), flying it adeptly 
over the wheat crop.

“After I gather enough experience, I 
want to purchase a drone and offer servi-
ces to farmers in my village,” Salita said. 
How long will it take her to recover the 
capital expenses of purchasing a drone? 
Less than a year, explained Singh. A 
drone can easily cover 20 acres in a day 
and 400 acres in a month. If used for 
eight months in a year, a service provider 
can earn ₹16 lakh (assuming a service 
charge of ₹500 per acre).

Singh added that associated costs are 
likely to reduce in the future as the mar-
ket picks up. For instance, currently it 
costs over ₹35,000 a year to insure a 
drone. It will also become easier to trans-
port drones to remote fields, Singh said, 
showing new models in his stock (manu-
factured by IoTechWorld) which can be 
neatly packed on the back of a bike.

The farmers in the 
field where Salita did a trial demonstra-
tion appeared happy. “My pesticide 
costs are 10% lower and yields are 
higher by three quintals per acre for 
wheat and over five quintals in rice,” 
said Gurvinder Singh, who farms on 20 
acres in Rajgarh village. The higher 
yields means an additional income of 
₹6,000 to ₹10,000 per acre.

Gurvinder added that after seeing the 
results, 15 farmers from the village are 
now regularly using drones for spraying 
pesticides and micronutrients. 

Results from a research trial published 
by the Telangana state agriculture uni-
versity, published in December 2022, 
lends credence to Gurvinder’s experi-
ence. The study recorded an incremental 
yield of 12 quintals per hectare in paddy 
(or about 5 quintals in an acre) on pesti-

cide application through drones, when 
compared with manual spraying.

A flYing tRActoR

With an expanding market, drone 
manufacturers are gearing up to 

produce more. For instance, Dhaksha 
Unmanned Systems, which has sold over 
1,000 drones so far, is expanding its 
capacity to produce 800-1,000 units per 
month. “Most domestic manufacturers 
use 65% local materials while critical 
parts like propeller motors, cameras and 
transmitter devices are imported,” said 
Ramanathan Narayanan, managing 
director and chief executive officer 
(CEO) at Dhaksha. The company has 
trained 200 women and 20 transgender 
drone pilots so far. “With government 
subsidies, we foresee increased adoption 
and reduced costs of hiring for farmers,” 
Narayanan added.

Manufacturers of crop protection 
chemicals and seeds are also at the fore-
front of promoting drones. For 
instance, Syngenta India has so far used 
drone sprays in over 100,000 acres 
spread across 15 states. “We have been 
aggressive in demonstrating the utility 
of this technology for farmers. But the 
ecosystem is not ready yet. While man-
ufacturers are ready with drones, there 
is a shortage of service providers, main-
tenance personnel and drone pilots,” 
said Susheel Kumar, country head for 
Syngenta. “Cutting edge technologies 
like drones are critical to retain youth 
in agriculture.

In future, drones can transform into 
an aerial tractor performing multiple 
operations, said Prem Kumar Visla-
wath, founder and chief innovator at 
Marut Dronetech. These include 

transplantation of seedlings, 
pollination and monitoring 

of fields, in addition to spray-
ing of nutrients and crop protec-

tion chemicals.
Since December 2022, Marut has 

sold over 600 drones which are priced 
upwards of ₹6.75 lakh per unit. The 
company has worked with five stake-
holders in the ecosystem to expand 
the market which include drone-as-a-
service entrepreneurs, farm machin-
ery dealers, chemical companies, con-
tract farmers (growing commercial 
crops like tobacco), and agriculture 
universities.

In its early years, Marut used drones 
to control the spread of mosquito borne 
diseases like dengue and malaria. It 
entered the agriculture space in 2018. 
“In the past, we have seen several 
deaths due to pesticide poisoning (in 
Yavatmal, Maharashtra, 2017) and we 
also know about the train carrying can-
cer patients from Punjab to Rajasthan,” 
Vislawath said. 

A train from Bhatinda in Punjab to 
Bikaner in Rajasthan used to carry sev-
eral cancer patients daily till a few years 
back—before treatment facilities opened 
locally. In parts of Punjab, the cradle of 
green revolution, indiscriminate use of 
fertilisers and pesticides is considered to 
be a probable reason behind high inci-
dence of cancer.

“Controlled and effective spraying is 
the answer to the damaging practices 
around pesticides application,” Visla-
wath added.

WHY KISAN DRONES 

GoT off To A flyInG sTArT
Drone manufacturers and services startups see a pot of gold in Indian farms

mint

SHORT
STORY

Drones for agriculture are being 
pushed from all fronts—

pesticide companies, drone 
manufacturers and the 

government, which views it as a 
tool to empower women.

WHAt

It is early days but farmers who 
have used drone services appear 

happy. While costs are slightly 
higher compared to manual 

labour, spraying using drones is 
more uniform and safer. 

NoW

Going ahead, drones can 
transform into an aerial tractor 

performing multiple operations. 
They include transplantation of 

seedlings, pollination and 
monitoring of fields.

ANd

A 2022 report estimated

 that India can unlock a

 ₹98,000 crore manufacturing 

potential in drones by 2030. 

Agriculture can contribute 

about a quarter of that market.

Salita, a 22-year-old drone pilot from 

Kaithal, Haryana, demonstrates the 

workings of a drone over a field growing 

wheat crop. PRIYANKA PARASHAR/MINT
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TA X AT I O N

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

Income Tax Act, any mone-
tary gift, immovable property 
or moveable property 
received by an individual 
becomes taxable if the aggre-
gate sum of money received 
during the year exceeds 
₹50,000. However, there are 
specific exceptions to this 
rule, including gifts received 
from relatives.

For the purpose of the 
Income Tax Act, “relative” 
includes:

(a) Spouse of the individual;
(b) Brother or sister of the 

individual;
(c) Brother or sister of the 

spouse of the individual;

(d) Brother or sister of 
either of the parents of the 
individual;

(e) Any lineal ascendant or 
descendant of the individual;

(f) Any lineal ascendant or 
descendant of the spouse of 
the individual;

(g) Spouse of the persons 
referred to in (b) to (f).

Accordingly, transfer of 
cash and house property to 
your maternal aunt should 
also be non-taxable. However, 
repatriation limits for the gift 
will be subject to Foreign 
Exchange Management Act 
(FEMA) laws, allowing her to 
receive funds within the pre-
scribed limits.

I am a working profes-
sional and the gross 

Jash Kriplani 

jash.kriplani@livemint.com

A
t 40, she is the only 
woman chief executive 
officer (CEO) in the 
₹54-trillion mutual fund 
(MF) industry. To top it 

off, Radhika Gupta, managing 
director and CEO of Edelweiss MF 
which has assets under management 
of ₹1.16 trillion. is one of the youngest 
chief executives in the industry.  

Gupta, who has been at the helm of 
Edelweiss since 2017, started her own 
investment journey when she began 
earning. She reviews her investment 
portfolio periodically. “I usually do a 
structural portfolio review every 4-5 
years. Last year was that point and I 
decided to get a bit more aggressive 
with my investments,” she says. 

She has made two major changes in 
her portfolio over the year.  One, she 
increased her monthly investments 
via systematic investment plans (SIPs) 
as her income had grown. Two, she 
cut exposure to balanced advantage 
funds (BAFs), which tend to be more 
conservative. 

Current asset mix 
Gupta’s current asset allocation 

mix has seen significant changes. Her 
exposure to BAFs has reduced to 38% 
from 60%, while that to mid- and 
small-cap funds has doubled from 
15% to 30%. She attributes this partly 
to the sharp gains seen in mid- and 
small-cap funds over the past year, in 
combination with her own decision 
to increase allocation to these funds. 

To put this in context, the Nifty 
Midcap 100 Index has rallied 55% in 
the past year, far in excess of Nifty 
50’s 29% gain during the same 
period, while the Nifty Smallcap 250 
index has surged by nearly 57%. 

Gupta is comfortable with this 
exposure to mid-and small-cap funds 
as of now because she still has a long-
term investment-horizon and is a net-
saver on a monthly basis. She has a 
10% allocation to international funds, 
which,  however, didn’t do as well as 
the rest of her equity portfolio. “Our 
emerging market fund investments 
had some China allocation which has 
not done as well. However, I still 
believe in that allocation,” she says. 

Alternatives make up for 7% of the 
portfolio. This includes the shares of 
unlisted AIF (alternative investment 
fund). However, this excludes her 
Shark Tank India investments—a TV 
reality show where she is one of the 
judges. Early-stage start-ups make 
their pitches and seek investments on 
the show. 

Overall, her investment portfolio 
has delivered 35% returns over the 
past year, which is slightly behind the 
Nifty 500 Index that delivered 38% 
over the same period. She says it 
makes sense as she still had a large 
exposure to BAFs, which invest 

ated 45% returns on investments over 
the past year and performed better 
than that of his mother.  “We have 
given him a higher risk-appetite. He 
has a much longer time-horizon,” she 
says. Remy has investments in inter-
national tech fund, small-cap and 
mid-cap funds, and large & mid-cap 
index fund. 

Being a shark 
Gupta says the Shark Tank India 

experience was very different. 
Unlike MFs where there is so much 

transparency and disclosures, the  
show’s format is such that the early-
stage start-ups get just around one 
hour to make their pitches and the 
sharks (investors) also get the same 
time-frame to take an investment call. 
No data is shared before the pitchers 
walk onto the set. 

Gupta shared that she has made 
quite a few investments on the show. 
However, these investments are cur-
rently going through due diligence. 
So, whether these deals finally mate-
rialize or not would depend on how 
the due diligence proceeds. 

During due diligence, the claims 
made by the companies during their 
pitches with respect to sales, reve-
nues and profitability are verified. 
Other hygiene checks are also made 
related to whether the company is 
regularly filing taxes, goods and servi-
ces tax, etc. 

Gupta shared the names of some 
companies that she was excited 
about. Tohands is one.  It is a com-
pany founded by a 22-year-old from 
UP that makes smart calculators to 
solve ledger problems of shopkeep-
ers. “The founder has spent six years 
on this problem,” she says. 

“Dil Foods is another, which is run 
by a fabulous woman entrepreneur, 
trying to solve problems of restau-
rants with excess capacity,” she adds. 

A third one is Jewelbox, a lab-
grown diamond company . Gupta 
says she can only share the names of 
companies whose pitches have 
already been aired on the ongoing 
season of Shark Tank India.  Gupta 
says she looks for start-ups, where she 
can add value, support and whose 
causes she can connect with. “Stuff 
like food, diamonds, fintech are 
clearly things I am passionate about. 
I have also run a restaurant in the 
past,” she says. 

Advice for women 
Gupta says women looking to 

invest should just get started. “For 
women investors, the advice has 
always been to get started and not 
outsource it. They should not let oth-
ers do it, but take charge of their 
investments. Once women start, they 
realize they are damn capable at 
doing this,” she says. 

As for first-time and young inves-
tors, Gupta says it is better for them to 
keep it simple and not complicate it 
with complex investment products. 

How Edelweiss’s Radhika Gupta 
dialed up risk in her portfolio

Gupta says she cut exposure to balanced advantage funds, added to mid- and small-cap funds

A home loan is probably the biggest loan that one takes. Not only in terms of the loan 
amount, but also tenure, which can be 15 years or more. The total final amount that one 

pays can be double of what was borrowed. But a home loan is among the cheapest loans 
available, and usually it is the only way a person can buy a house. A home loan is called 
a ‘good’ loan because it helps you acquire a tangible asset that can appreciate over the 

long term. It makes sense to buy a house if you plan to live in it. Given the fact that the 
construction of several housing projects in India continues to be delayed or stalled by 
many years, financial advisers say that one should buy a ready-to-move-in house. Here’s a 
look at the lowest home loan interest rates of some leading banks.

Best home loan rates

Source: MyMoneyMantra.comPRANAY BHARDWAJ/MINT

                                                                                                                                                   Loan amount = ₹30 lakh. Tenure = 20 years

Lender
Interest 
rate (%)

EMI (₹) Processing fee

Bank of India 8.30-10.75 25,656-30,457 Waived till 31 March 2024 

Bank of Maharashtra 8.35-10.90 26,283-30,762 Nil  

Union Bank of India 8.35-10.75 26,283-30,457 0.50% (Max. ₹15,000) + GST

Bank of Baroda 8.40-10.60 25,845-30,153 Nil; Out of pocket expenses of up to ₹10,000 + GST (Per Property) 

Canara Bank 8.40-11.25 25,845-31,478 0.50% (Min. ₹1,500 and Max. ₹10,000)* 

IDBI Bank 8.40-12.25 25,845-33,557 ₹5,000 to ₹15,000

Indian Bank 8.40-10.20 25,845-29,349 Up to 0.25%

Indian Overseas Bank 8.40-10.50 25,845-29,951 Up to 0.50% (Max. ₹25,000) + GST

Punjab National Bank 8.40-10.10 25,845-29,150 Nil up to 31 March 2024

UCO Bank 8.45-12.60 25,940-34,296 0.5% (Min. ₹1,500 and Max. ₹15,000)

Central Bank of India 8.50-9.50 26,035-27,964 Completely waived till 31 March 2024

State Bank of India 8.50-9.65 26,035-28,258 0.35% (Min. ₹2,000 and Max. ₹10,000) + GST

Punjab & Sind Bank 8.55-10.00 26,130-28,951 Full waiver of processing charges

HDFC Bank 8.70-9.30 26,416-27,573 For salaried and self-employed: Up to 0.50% or ₹3,000 + taxes**                                                                                                                  

Axis Bank 8.75 26,511 Upto 1% subject to a min amount that the bank stipulates 

Data taken from banks' websites as on 14 March 2024. EMI range is indicative and calculated on the basis of interest rate range; it may include other 
charges and fees. Actual applicable interest rate may vary based on the credit profile of the loan applicant. *50% waiver from 01 February 2024 to  
29 February 2024 under Retail Loan Festival. **For self-employed non professionals: Up to 1.50% or ₹4,500 (higher) + taxes

Neeraj Agarwala

I inherited ₹20 lakh in 
cash and two house prop-
erties. Subsequently, I 
gifted ₹10 lakh in cash and 
one house to my maternal 
aunt residing in South 
Africa. Do I need to pay 
income tax on the entire 
inheritance, or only on the 
remaining amount after 
allocating my aunt’s 
share? Additionally, 
should I declare this trans-
fer in my income tax 
return (ITR)?

—Name withheld on request 

In accordance with section 
47 of the Income Tax Act , the 
transfer of capital assets 
through inheritance is not 
deemed as a taxable transfer. 
Therefore, the receipt of ₹20 
lakh and two house properties 
through inheritance does not 
incur any tax liability at 
present. Any tax obligation 
would arise only upon the 
eventual sale of the house 
property in the future. It’s 
important to note that there is 
currently no scope in the 
income tax return for declar-
ing inherited property, and as 
such, no additional disclosure 
is required for these inherited 
assets.

As per Section 56 of the 

receipts from my profes-
sion amount to ₹12 lakh. 
Additionally, I have short-
term capital gains from 
debt funds redemption. If 
I intend to avail benefits 
under Section 44ADA, 
which income tax return 
(ITR) form should I utilize 
for filing my taxes?

—Name withheld on request

Generally, when reporting 
income under presumptive 
tax, income tax return (ITR) 
form 4 is often recommended. 
It’s tailored to simplify the 
declaration process for 
income from business and 
profession, though it’s limited 
to declaring only income from 
house property and other 
sources. However, if you have 
capital gains income, you’ll 
need to use ITR 3 instead. 
This form is specifically for 
taxpayers earning income 
from business and profession, 
and it requires disclosure of 
capital gains along with other 
income.

Neeraj Agarwala is partner, 
Nangia Andersen India.

What is the taxability for inherited assets?
ISTOCKPHOTO

We welcome your views and comments at

mintmoney@livemint.com

THE ‘MARCH EFFECT’ 

AND INDEXATION 

BENEFIT IN MFs  

T
ill 31 March of last year, debt funds were eligible for indexa-
tion benefit for the purpose of long-term capital gains 
(LTCG) tax. This is a benefit that reduces the impact of 

inflation on LTCG, given that part of the gains in investment 
accrues from inflation. Since 1 April 2023, capital gains from debt 
funds are taxable as short-term capital gains (STCG), irrespective 
of the holding period. In other words, LTCG  and indexation ben-
efits are no longer available. However, the Finance Act of 2023 
opened up another category in mutual funds (MFs) for taxation 
purposes. Funds with more than 65% exposure to equity remain 
taxable as equity. Funds with less than 35% exposure to domestic 
equity are taxable as STCG, irrespective of holding period. Funds 
with 35-65% exposure to equity are still eligible for indexation, 
which is the new category for taxation purposes.

How does this work? You require a holding period of three 
years to be eligible for indexation. Your purchase cost is ‘indexed 
up’, as per cost inflation index (CII) published by the Central 
Board of Direct Tax. The differential between your indexed pur-
chase price, and sale  or redemption price is taxable at a flat rate 
of 20%, besides the applicable surcharge and cess. As an illustra-
tion, let us say you had purchased MF units in March 2020 at a 
cost of ₹10 per unit. You redeemed the units in July 2023 at a 
price of ₹13. Apparently, your capital gain is ₹3 per unit. Now, the 
purchase price of ₹10 will be ‘indexed up’. The CII for financial 
year 2019-20 was 289 and that for 2023-24 was 348. Hence your 
purchase price, for the purposes of long-term capital gains, 
becomes ₹ 12  (348/289 x ₹10  [ignoring paisa for simplicity]). ₹1 
is taxable at 20%, ignoring surcharge and cess. Hence you pay a 
tax of 20 paisa on capital gain of ₹3, which implies an effective tax 
rate of 6.67% on the gains.

There is a ‘March effect’ in this. The 
starting point of your “meter” so to say, 
for computation of indexation, is the 
financial year in which you make the 
investment. Either you make the 
investment in April of that financial 
year or March, does not matter. Hence, 
if you invest in March, even without 
remaining invested since previous 
April or some other month of the year, 

you get the same benefit. If you invest in March this year, your 
starting point will be the CII of 2023-24. If you redeem in say 
April 2027, you are remaining invested for little more than three 
calendar years. For computation of indexation, your starting year 
is 2023-24 and terminal year is 2027-28. That is, you get the ben-
efit of four CII numbers for indexation purposes.

Now the question is, which are the funds that are eligible, in the 
bracket of 35 -65% exposure to domestic equity. There are certain 
multi asset funds (MAFs) positioned in this bracket. To be noted, 
not all MAFs are eligible for indexation—it depends on the posi-
tioning by the AMC:  MAFs with more than 65% domestic equity 
are taxable as equity funds. A few are positioned for taxation with 
indexation benefit. There is one MAF where the equity compo-
nent is hedged, like in arbitrage funds. That makes it a quasi-
fixed-income fund with indexation benefit. Recently, one bal-
anced advantage fund (BAF) has been positioned in this category. 
In this fund, domestic equity will be little less than 65% and obvi-
ously much more than 35%. BAF funds would gain less than 
equity funds in a market rally but will lose relatively less in cor-
rection phase.

For fresh investments in debt funds, investors should open 
fresh folios. This is to avoid confusion in taxation. For taxation 
purposes, redemptions are tracked on first-in-first-out (FIFO) 
basis. Your investment till 31 March 2023 may not have com-
pleted 3 years from the date of investment till today/date of 
redemption, which is required for indexation benefit. You may 
want to continue with the taxation advantage; three years is the 
minimum eligibility for indexation. New folios will keep the 
demarcation clear, for deployments after 1 April 2023.

Joydeep Sen is a corporate trainer (financial markets) and 
author.

You require 
a holding 
period of three 
years to be 
eligible for 
indexation

dynamically between equity and debt. 
The returns were also affected by the 
performance of international funds . 

Gupta wants to stay away from 
investing in real estate at least for now. 
“I bought a house in 2014, changed it in 
2018 and got possession of the new 
house a couple of years back. I don’t do 
other real estate investments. Periodi-
cally, I get temptations to buy a vaca-
tion home. But I have been reasonably 
disciplined as I 
prefer my invest-
ments to be liq-
uid,” she says. 

Changing goals 
Gupta recently achieved a major 

milestone, which was to purchase a 
house. Soon after her son’s birth in 
August 2022, the family moved to the 
new house in Parel, an upscale local-
ity in Mumbai.  This was also one rea-
son Gupta says she decided to get 
aggressive with her investments. 
“Apart from the fact that our income 
had grown and lot of money was just 
getting accumulated in the savings 

bank account, we also had achieved a 
major life goal with the house pur-
chase. Also, we have a son now. So,  it 
was time to increase our SIP invest-
ments and we were willing to take 
more risk in our portfolio,” she says. 

As for insurance, Gupta has a ₹7-8 
lakh family health cover from her 
employer. Gupta and her husband are 
debating whether they should get a 
separate health insurance with a 

larger cover or 
create a separate 
health corpus.  
“We can still get a 

health cover at reasonable premium, 
as my husband and I are both still 
young,” she says. The life insurance 
cover of ₹6-7 lakh, too, has been pro-
vided by her employer. 

Gupta says she has a contingency 
fund, which covers more than 12 
months of expenses. She says  the 
contingency corpus also holds  funds 
that she may need for her Shark Tank 
India investments. 

She also sticks to savings rate of 
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45-50% on her take-home income. 
Non-Edelweiss MFs 
About 70% of her MF investments 

is in Edelweiss schemes. She says she 
looks for non-Edelweiss MF schemes 
when she needs a style diversifica-
tion.  “First, I know that these are the 
five-six fund categories where I want 
to invest in. Then, I pick an Edelweiss 
fund. Hence, the Edelweiss scheme 
for me would usually be the dominant 
scheme in any category. Then I con-
sider a fund from another fund house 
for style diversification,” she says. 

For example, if Gupta is investing 
in a trend-following BAF of Edelweiss 
MF,  she would look for another BAF 
from another fund house with a con-
trasting investment style.  Similarly, 
if she invests in a growth-oriented 
fund of Edelweiss MF, she would look 
for a slightly value-tilted fund house 
in another category. 

Minor investing 
Gupta’s almost 2-year-old son 

Remy also has MF investments in his 
own name. Remy’s portfolio gener-

 12 months+. Includes 
funds that may be 
needed for Shark Tank 
investments.

11 HOW MANY 
MONTHS OF 
PROVISIONS DO 
YOU HAVE IN YOUR 
CONTINGENCY 
FUND?

Each investor has their own preferences and risk appetite, do your own research before investing. Mint does not independently verify non-public data 
reported by interviewees.

2 DO YOUR 
ALTERNATES INCLUDE 
SHARK TANK INDIA 
INVESTMENTS?

 Not right now. 
Includes unlisted 
AIF.

3 WHAT WERE THE 
MAJOR CHANGES?

 Dialled up risk in the 
portfolio.

 Had to increase SIPs 
after income growth.

4 HOW HAS YOUR 
PORTFOLIO 
PERFORMED OVER 
THE LAST YEAR?

 It was up about 35%.
 Some investing basics 
stay the same.

10
HOW DID YOU 
MANAGE TO INVEST 
IN EARLY-STAGE 
STARTUPS ON 
SHARK TANK WITHIN 
JUST 1 HOUR?

5 HOW HAS YOUR 
2-YEAR-OLD SON'S 
PORTFOLIO 
PERFORMED?

 Got 45% returns. We 
have given him higher 
risk-appetite.

6 WHERE IS YOUR 
SON INVESTED?

 International tech 
fund, small-cap fund, 
mid-cap fund and large 
& mid-cap index fund.

7 WHAT WORKED 
FOR YOU?

 Increasing SIP 
allocation.

 Increased mid- and 
small-cap exposure.

8 WHAT DIDN'T 
WORK FOR YOU?

 China allocation in 
emerging market funds.

9 % OF MF PORTFOLIO 
IN EDELWEISS 
SCHEMES?

 About 70%. Some 
non-Edelweiss schemes 
for style diversification.

12 WHAT'S YOUR 
ADVICE FOR 
WOMEN 
INVESTORS?

 Just get started. Don't 
outsource your 
investing decisions.

13 WHAT'S YOUR 
ADVICE FOR 
FIRST-TIME 
INVESTORS?

 Keep it simple. Don't 
complicate it. 

15 HOW MUCH LIFE 
INSURANCE YOU 
HAVE?

 About ₹6-7 lakh via 
employer cover.

14 WHAT IS THE 
AMOUNT OF LIFE 
INSURANCE 
COVERAGE YOU 
HAVE?

 Have about ₹7-8 lakh 
cover via employer 
cover.

 We are considering 
personal cover or health 
corpus.

RADHIKA GUPTA
MD and CEO of Edelweiss Mutual Fund

1  

Excludes contingency fund, Esops, 
regulatory investments, Shark Tank.
Has a primary home, but doesn't 
invest in real estate.

Balanced 
advantage 

funds

Large- & mid- 
cap funds

Mid-+small
- cap funds

International 
funds

Alternates
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In %

WHAT'S YOUR 
CURRENT ASSET 
MIX?

3815

30
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For the violence of stray dogs, animal lov-
ers fault human behaviour. They say the 
mannerisms of people provoke dogs. Don’t 
get nervous, they say, and dogs won’t bite 
you. This is partly true, partly false and partly 
also daft.

Some people are naturally very comforta-
ble around stray dogs, and some just cannot 
be so relaxed. It is similar to how some peo-
ple are not scared of snakes while most are. 
Also, the behaviour of stray dogs depends on 
circumstance. They can seem endearing 
when you are in a car, or in other safe 
enclaves of Indian life. But when you are on 
a cycle or motorcycle, or running down des-
olate stretches, there is a very real risk of 
being bitten no matter what lovely sounds 
you generate. On Goa’s beaches, there are 
packs of as many as 30 dogs. At around six in 
the morning, there would be no one around 
you for miles, just packs of dogs. Sometimes 
they come charging. Mostly, they just want 
to play. Or they themselves don’t know what 
they want.

As with people, there is a tiring ordinari-
ness to the sweetness of stray dogs. They are 
quite lovely to those over whom they have 
no power, and dangerous to the vulnerable, 
like little children, or even an adult who is far 
outnumbered. 

returned to the very place it had attacked the 
child. And people cannot be stopped from 
feeding it.

This is confusing because except for ani-
mal rights, in all other aspects, India has 
evolved into a practical unsophisticated 
middle-class nation that has no patience for 
esoteric liberal values like ‘free speech’ or 
‘privacy.’ The fount of liberal sophistication, 
the West, has long got rid of its stray dog 
problem chiefly by killing them. Yet, a small 
group of global animal lovers has managed 
to pressure India into enacting sophisticated 
laws that favour dogs over the human poor.

Stray dogs are an easy civic problem to 
solve, and very difficult moral problem. Peo-
ple who claim to love them should be asked 
to do more than attach a collar on them, or 
feed them on the roads. They should take 
them home. The other solution is euthaniz-
ing them. But even people who suggest this 
when they chat with me refuse to be quoted. 

Ryan Lobo is a wildlife filmmaker and a 
moderate lover of dogs, but does not imag-
ine dogs are his children. Nevertheless, he 
cannot help but see something of a child in 
a canine. He is among the activists who are 
fighting animal lovers in courts and in the 
media. He says India’s protection of stray 
dogs is bad for Indians and stray dogs. Lobo 

N
ow and then, stray dogs tear a child 
apart. Old people too. This is rare. 
But they do kill thousands of Indians 

every year in a less dramatic way, through 
rabies, and dozens of other diseases. The 
World Health Organization speculates the 
figure could be 20,000. Of these, “30% to 
60%” are children under the age of 15. Most 
of them must be poor because if this had 
happened to middle-class people or the rich, 
India would have probably exterminated 
stray dogs by now. Lakhs of Indians are bit-
ten every year; innumerable motorcyclists 
fall when they are chased by dogs.

Yet, in dealing with stray dogs, India has 
among the most compassionate regimes in 
the world. Some of the laws that protect 
homeless dogs are so thoughtful that it 
would appear a stray dog has infiltrated law-
making. In India, public spaces and private 
colonies are territories of stray dogs. If a dog 
mauls and kills a child, the dog would be 
taken away for a few days and observed. If it 
does not appear aggressive, it would be 

The Indian government has also 
agreed to expand the NCLT by adding 
100 members. The challenge from here 
onwards will be to find members with 
the relevant expertise. Most NCLT 
members have little experience in 
dealing with commercial matters and 
commercial laws have their own raison 
d’etre that requires knowledge of eco-
nomics and a deep understanding of 
how markets work.

Further, cases such as Bank of Maha-
rashtra vs Newtech Promoters and Devel-
opers Pvt Ltd show an emerging form of 
court jurisprudence under which the 
financial health of a corporate debtor 
seems to be a criterion for the rejection 
of an insolvency application under Sec-
tion 7 of the IBC. This approach was not 
envisaged in the Code’s design. If law-
makers wanted a business’s financial 
health as a criterion for denying the 
admission of an insolvency petition, 
they would have kept a balance-sheet 
test within the Act’s legislative design. 

Also, every insolvency case has an 
impact on the rights of third parties, and 
the concept of equity works differently 
in matters of commerce. Importantly, 
the law’s framework has scope for the 
withdrawal of an insolvency petition 
under Section 12A of the Code. This 
makes space for a corporate debtor to 
come to the compromise table under 
judicial oversight. As much as we may 
disagree with the decisions of creditors, 
their wisdom should not be questioned. 
What could be done, however, is to 
nudge them to consider the interests of 
other stakeholders while they evaluate a 
revival plan, although this is something 
that should be enabled by the legisla-
ture through law and not be done 
by courts.

Courts should remind themselves of 
the case of Salomon vs Salomon & Co 
Ltd, where although Salomon used the 
company to defraud creditors, a rigid 
construct of company law was adopted 
to establish a century-old principle 
that a corporation is a separate juristic 
personality, a distinction that gave rise 

to the legal structure of modern busi-
nesses. In these early years of the IBC 
in India, courts should give effect to the 
letter of the law so that the Code gets 
firmed up.

Now, turning to a crucial question, 
what should the government do when it 
considers how to reform the IBC? Fore-
most, it should create a separate and 
new cadre of policy experts who can 
evaluate fault-lines based on what the 
evidence shows. Second, this time, the 
government should adopt an evidence-
based approach before making any 
amendments to the Code. 

For disciplining errant IPs, we need 
stricter gatekeeping, which can be 
achieved by toughening the insolvency 
exam. Once candidates become IPs, 
there should be checks and balances 
within the system to monitor any suspi-
cious activity by these professionals.

The regulator can evolve a two-stage 
process. It can examine cases internally 
to see if there is prima facie merit in the 
allegations before initiating disciplinary 
proceedings as the second stage. In the 
event that misconduct is established, 
the punishment should be harsh, as 
with serious white-collar crimes, so that 
such conduct could be deterred.

While making any amendments to 
the IBC, both regulators and the legisla-
ture should be cautious not to create 
any regulatory cholesterol. It is always 
useful to remind ourselves that in finan-
cial regulation, less may be more. It is 
worth noting what an outstanding 
judge of an English commercial court  
had said: “We are here to help business-
men, not to hinder them; we are there 
to give effect to their transactions, 
not to frustrate them; we are there to oil 
the wheels of commerce, not to put a 
spanner in the works, or even grit in the 
oil.” Thus, the aim of both the law and 
the courts should be to oil the wheels of 
commerce and not throw a spanner in 
it. New India needs businesses to drive 
its economy, and businesses, in turn, 
need legal certainty.

These are the author’s personal views. 

T
he Standing Committee on 
Finance recently made some cru-
cial observations on the workings 

of the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code 
(IBC). The overarching concern is that 
the very purpose behind its enactment 
has been stifled by problems which 
have cropped up in recent years. While 
most of the panel’s observations ring 
true, some seem rhetorical and without 
reason or evidence. It may be true that 
young insolvency professionals (IPs) 
may not be capable of handling big 
cases, but there is demand for both 
young and experienced IPs, especially 
in a country where small and medium-
sized businesses abound. As for 
whether they have added value to the 
insolvency ecosystem, the proof is in 
the pudding. During my tenure at the 
Indian Institute of Corporate Affairs 
where I spearheaded the graduate 
insolvency programme, its graduates 
obtained 100% placement with leading 
firms. Some of them let go of job offers 
to start their own enterprises and their 
journey so far affirms the idea of having 
a young cadre of IPs.

The committee’s concern over court 
capacity seems to have been addressed. 
The ministry of corporate affairs has 
filled most of the vacancies at the 
National Company Law Tribunal 
(NCLT), bringing its total strength to 
57 out of the sanctioned 63 members, 
which is close to 90%. 

Authorities should take care to ensure they oil the wheels of business and not throw in a spanner

NEETI SHIKHA
teaches at Bristol Law School, University of 

the West of England, UK.

Indian sophistication on stray dogs can be confusing
MANU JOSEPH

I
t was India’s second prime minister Lal 
Bahadur Shastri who famously said, “There 
comes a time in the life of every nation 
when it stands at the crossroads of history 
and must choose which way to go.” Inde-
pendent India has reached a new juncture 

in its journey and the decision on which path to 
take will determine its future as a democratic 
republic. The chosen trajectory will affect 
every sinew of the nation: its citizens, the judi-
ciary, media, bureaucracy and, of course, civil 
society. Two key developments have coalesced 
which, while seemingly uncoordinated, have 
been timed to preface the 2024 general elec-
tions, a 7-phase plan for which was announced 
on Saturday. The first is the data on electoral 
bond donors and recipients that the Supreme 
Court directed State Bank of India (SBI) to 
divulge and which the Election Commission 
has now displayed on its website. Strike one for 
democracy’s inalienable right to information, 
despite SBI’s filibustering attempts. The sec-
ond development is former president Ram 
Nath Kovind committee’s multi-volume report 
on One Nation One Election (ONOE), which 
has expended thousands of pages to recom-
mend exactly what the ruling party has wanted 
all along: simultaneous elections to the Lok 
Sabha and state assemblies. Both develop-
ments not only provide some insight into the 
slippery slope of India’s democratic journey, 
but also how Indian democracy is slowly being 
pushed to a precipice.

The electoral bond data provides revelations 
which everybody suspected for a long time: of a 
nexus between industry and politics, to the det-
riment of citizens. Two facts jump out from the 
data dump available for inspection now. One, 
the quid pro quo between political donations 

and award of government contracts is out in the 
open, with daylight illuminating the coinciden-
tal timing of electoral bond purchases with 
raids by central investigative agencies. The 
second feature shines a light on an old India Inc 
characteristic: the proliferation of shell compa-
nies as a platform for the nifty routing of funds 
for political purposes. The raw data hints of how 
legacy campaign finance aberrations persist 
(albeit in mutated forms), especially how big 
business continues to corrode political intent 
and warp policy frameworks.

The Kovind panel’s suggestion that all elec-
tions—general, state assembly and third tier—
should be held at the same time can be viewed 
as an extension of the ongoing project to invest 
the Centre with greater power. Changes over 
the past decade in taxation laws and revenue 
distribution have already vested the Centre 
with greater command over devolutionary 
fiscal resources. ONOE could potentially grant 
the Centre greater political dominance over the 
states and erode India’s federal structure. The 
ONOE project threatens to reawaken ghosts of 
the forgotten centre-versus-periphery debate; 
the entire proposal seems designed to deepen 
centralization and reduce state agency under 
the subterfuge of technocratic efficiency and 
fiscal rectitude. ONOE in its current form repre-
sents myriad risks, but one critical risk will be a 
whittling of citizen rights, especially the right to 
voice differing demands in different elections, 
each depending on the elected body’s differen-
tiated authority over policy. The Indian democ-
racy project has been a spectacular undertaking 
so far, drawing universal admiration for its 
steely framework. The national objective 
should be to strengthen and not weaken 
its foundations.

Indian democracy is at 
a significant crossroads
As the schedule for this year’s Lok Sabha polls is announced, the country’s debate over its 

future features legitimate misgivings over campaign finance and synchronized elections
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The reverberations of
India’s defeat at Chi-

na’s hands in 1962 can be
felt until today.

On Tuesday, the Austral-
ian journalist Neville Max-
well posted a secret mili-
tary enquiry report on the
debacle—the Henderson-
Brooks report—online.

Much of what happened
in 1962 has been known
from memoirs of different
individuals, including Max-
well’s book, India’s China
War.

What is controversial
about the report that has
forced the government of
India to keep it secret and
resist all efforts at its offi-
cial release?

In a line: protecting the
reputation of the country’s
first Prime Minister Jawa-
harlal Nehru from the
charge that he dealt with
the issue in a downright in-
competent manner.

That assessment is now
accepted as a historical
fact. The suppression of a
single report will not alter
that. The report should be
read as a cautionary tale
and as a catalogue of errors
made by a prime minister
who was too trusting of a
cunning adversary.

QUICK EDIT

Debating
the debacle

TCS warns of
weak Q4, but
says 201415
will be good
BY ANIRBAN SEN

anirban.s@livemint.com
·························
BANGALORE

India’s largest software serv-
ices company Tata Consul-

tancy Services Ltd (TCS) said
in a meeting with analysts on
Tuesday that it expects a weak
fourth quarter on account of a
slow start to the year after the
holiday season and a “softer”
Indian market, echoing the
sentiments expressed by rival
Infosys Ltd last week.

Unlike Infosys, though, TCS
indicated that it expects its
revenue growth next financial
year to exceed that of the in-
dustry. Analysts expect TCS to
grow revenue by 16-17% in
2014-15. Industry lobby group
Nasscom expects the industry
to expand 13-15% in the same
period.

At an investors’ conference
last Wednesday, Infosys
founder and executive chair-
man N.R. Narayana Murthy in-
dicated that a turnaround at
Infosys might be a long-
drawn-out affair, saying the
company would need at least
three to five years to get back
to or exceed industry growth
rates.

TURN TO PAGE 4®

CHANGING NARRATIVE
The Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) , in its 
latest compilation of social indicators, shows that while more people in India 
and some other developing countries felt they could afford food, a rising 
number even in rich countries said that they could not. The report, called 
Society at a Glance, warned that social spending is more likely to be cut in 
the so-called fiscal consolidation plans as countries recover from the 2008 
economic crisis.

Source: OECD Society at a Glance 2014
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Why are Indian stocks
gaining when there is
talk of an emerging

markets slowdown?
One answer is that investors

are betting on the National
Democratic Alliance (NDA) un-
der Narendra Modi to win the
April-May general election.
Successive opinion polls are
predicting bigger victories for
the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP)-led coalition and some
smaller parties are flocking to it,
hoping to ride on its coat-tails
to power.

But that is too neat an expla-
nation.

Yes, there is a tendency
among emerging market equi-
ties to outperform significantly
before elections, especially
when one considers the short-
term pre-election horizon, a
study from Morgan Stanley Pri-
vate Equity Asia Ltd says.

Indonesia, which is going to
polls at around the same time as
India, has done even better.
Since the beginning of this year
(till 14 March), MSCI Indonesia
has gained 13%, compared with
a 5.4% gain for MSCI India. But
this trend is not universal. Even
in India, while the local stocks
outperformed their emerging
market peers in the two months
to election day in 2009, they
bucked the trend in 2004 when
the global markets were a year
into a half-a-decade bull run.

Goldman Sachs Group Inc.
has raised India to ‘overweight’
from ‘marketweight’, meaning
investors should hold a higher
proportion of equities repre-

sented in benchmark indices,
saying elections may fuel more
gains. The investment bank also
upgraded Indonesian equities
for the same reasons.

“We now expect domestic
fundamentals to improve as
growth recovers in Q2. Corpo-
rate earnings downgrades seem
to have bottomed out, with
more signs of improvement in
the investment cycle,” Goldman
Sachs said.

BSE’s benchmark Sensex has
risen 3.1% this year, closing
0.1%, or 22.81 points higher, at
21,832.61 on Tuesday, after
gaining as much as 1.06% to a
record high 22,,040.72 points
Foreign institutional investors
(FIIs) have poured in $1.1 bil-
lion since the beginning of 2014,
even as funds tracker EPFR re-
ports that a total of $34 billion
has been pulled out of emerging
market equities in 2014.

India’s “weightage has in-
creased from equal weight to
overweight”, said Sandip Sab-
harwal, chief investment officer
at Sun Capital Ltd.

The rally in Indian equities
has been led by cyclical stocks.
In the past month, the BSE capi-
tal goods, auto and realty indi-
ces have all gained more than
15%.

Yes, one explanation for the
rise in cyclicals is that the mar-
kets are betting on a business-
friendly government to take
charge after the elections.

However, note that the valua-
tions of these stocks were beat-
en down quite badly in the first
place. So, the fact that some
good stocks could be picked up
cheaply is one reason for the in-
flows from FIIs.

Secondly, despite all its eco-
nomic ills, India seems to be
well-placed among its emerging
markets grouping.

There are fears that the Chi-
nese economy may be headed
for a hard landing. The coun-
try’s purchasing managers’ in-
dex is already exhibiting a de-
clining trend.

A sharp deceleration in the
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the human instinct of compassion has saved 
millions of human lives and given purpose to 
a civilization that otherwise has no meaning. 
So, maybe putting up with harmful animals 
is a price we pay for being beneficiaries of 
compassion. Even so, India’s decision to sac-
rifice human welfare, especially of the poor 

who are forced to share the 
immediate environment 
with stray dogs, is not a 
carefully calculated moral 
position. It is mostly moral 
laziness and the feudal tri-
umph of a section of the 
middle-class that has 
devised a moral camou-
flage to justify its love for 
dogs above humans.

Also, India’s dog laws are 
the triumph of evolution’s 
investment in cuteness. 
“Dogs have adapted,” Lobo 
says, “to gel with human 

beings. So, you know, the eye movement, 
the muscles around the eyes in dogs are very 
highly developed. They’re very different 
from wolves, which don’t have the same 
muscles. So, when you look at a dog, the dog 
raises its eyebrows.” Also, dogs have realized 
it is profitable to “mimic an infant.”

says there are probably 80 million stray dogs 
in India, and they have to be removed from 
public spaces. He says sterilization does not 
work. “It’s a well-known fact globally that 
sterilization as a population control measure 
is meant for owned dogs. It’s not meant for 
free-ranging stray dogs.” Apart from the fact 
that it is ineffective, the 
other problem is that it 
does not make dogs go 
away. “The effects remain. 
So a sterilized dog can still 
bite you and it can still pick 
up any of 40 or 50 diseases 
and transmit them. And 
statistically, or you could 
say logistically, it’s not pos-
sible to vaccinate 60-80 
million dogs a year without 
abysmal failure, which is 
what we see.”

Do humans have a pri-
mary right over their envi-
ronment? I have no moral answer to this 
question. However, there is a practical 
answer. Almost every aspect of human life is 
based on the natural instinct of any species 
to exert control over its environment. Seen 
that way, yes, like any animal, we have a pri-
mary right over our environment. But then 

Our protection 

of strays 

suggests a 

compassion 

greater than 

what we have 

for humans

Let’s reform the IBC but without 
getting in the way of commerce

MINT METRIC
by Bibek Debroy 

For Tejpal Singh, leave is absurd.

He works every day, undeterred.

In 26 years, only a single day

When from office, he was away.

In Bijnor, this remarkable record has occurred. 
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F
rontier markets are back. Several African 
countries have recently returned to 
global financial markets, placing foreign-
currency bonds with international inves-
tors. The question is whether they are 
back for good, or whether someone or 

something—namely, the US Federal Reserve—will 
throw a wrench in the works.

Let’s start with the facts. In January and early 
February, Côte d’Ivoire and Benin were able to 
place $3.35 billion of bonds with international 
investors. Côte d’Ivoire’s issue was more than three 
times oversubscribed, and Benin’s more than six 
times. Kenya followed with a $1.5 billion Eurobond 
that attracted more than $5 billion in orders. This 
activity marked the end of a two-year dry spell 
when African borrowers were locked out of inter-
national capital markets.

In several cases, the revenue raised will be 
used to buy back debt maturing this year or next. 
The fact that investors are willing to participate 
suggests that they are confident in governments’ 
ability to service their debts. They are not seeking 
to exit once their holdings mature.

Several factors account for this sudden success. 
First, macroeconomic performance across Africa is 
improving. The African Development Bank fore-
casts that the continent’s gross domestic product 
(GDP) will grow by 3.8% in 2024 and 4.2% in 2025, 
faster than last year. Eleven African countries are 
projected to expand by at least 6% in 2024. Not 
coincidentally, this group includes Côte d’Ivoire 
and Benin, with Kenya just behind at 5%. More 
growth means more debt-servicing capacity. 
Credit-rating agencies expect more upgrades than 
downgrades for the first time in years.

Second, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) 
has been unusually supportive, providing more 
than $50 billion to the region between 2020 
and 2022. This is more than twice the amount 
extended in any 10-year period since the 1990s. 
Investors may be anticipating that the IMF will bail 
them out if things show signs of going wrong.

Third, press reports suggest that the United 
States and China are eyeing a new initiative to 
lighten the debt load on low-income countries, 
with an eye toward presenting a proposal to G20 
leaders later this year. This could entail adding 
to debt contracts a provision allowing troubled 
countries to extend loan maturities, and increasing 
grant financing from the World Bank and other 
multilateral institutions.

Given the failure of existing G20 debt schemes 
such as the Common Framework for Debt Treat-
ments, a new initiative is welcome. Averting 
defaults in troubled countries is a necessary condi-
tion for enabling governments to refinance their 
maturing debts. Given the prevalence of contagion 
in global bond markets, averting defaults would 

avoid demoralizing investors and interrupting 
market access where it has been regained.

Fourth, investors are betting that yields on US 
Treasuries and other advanced-economy bonds 
will come down once the US Fed and European 
Central Bank (ECB) declare victory in their fight 
against inflation. If yields on 10-year US Treasuries 
fall from their current level, slightly above 4%, a 
Benin dollar bond yielding 8.5% or a Kenyan dollar 
bond yielding 10% will be more attractive still.

But not everyone agrees that the recent episode 
of inflation is definitively over. If interest-rate cut 
hopes are disappointed, or, worse, if the Fed and 
the ECB see signs of resurgent inflation and feel 
compelled to raise rates, Kenya’s February bond 
placement could be the last. And with 10-year US 
yields up 50 basis points over the first two months 
of 2024, someone is evidently betting on the possi-
bility of rate hikes.

This points to another danger, namely the dollar 
cycle. Typically, when the US central bank raises 
rates, the dollar strengthens, making it harder for 
developing countries to service their dollar debts. 
Much has been made of the supposed end of the 
‘original sin’—the name given to the fact that 

emerging markets have long been able to place 
only dollar bonds with international investors. 
Now, it is said, they are also able to sell bonds 
denominated in their own currencies.

In fact, however, redemption from original sin 
has been highly selective. Any newfound ability to 
sell local-currency bonds to international investors 
has in practice been limited to a handful of rela-
tively large middle-income countries, leaving fron-
tier markets exposed to currency risk.

As everyone knows, there are two sides to dollar 
exchange rates. Local currencies can weaken 
against the greenback, aggravating debt-servicing 
problems, not just because the Fed raises rates but 
also owing to domestic economic and political 
problems.Ghana, for example, saw mass protests 
late last year over the austerity required in order 
for it to restructure its debts and begin repairing 
relations with its foreign creditors. Reflecting this 
turmoil, the Ghanaian cedi has been weakening, 
which further complicates the country’s debt 
problem. Politics, and therefore exchange-rate 
fluctuations, happen. African countries contem-
plating a return to the Eurodollar market should 
take this risk to heart. ©2024/PROJECT SYNDICATE

Frontier-market debt is back in 

favour but with attendant risks

US Fed actions or domestic political troubles in bond-issuing countries could make it harder for them to service their debt
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O
ne morning late last month, the 
financial futures of hundreds of 
medical students in the Bronx, 

New York, changed forever. A gift of $1 bil-
lion from Ruth Gottesman, a former pro-
fessor at Albert Einstein College of Medi-
cine and chair of its board of trustees, will 
make the school tuition-free in perpetuity. 
The donation, one of the largest in US 
higher education history, is an act of gener-
osity that will undoubtedly improve life for 
Einstein’s students and potentially benefit 
the surrounding community, one of Amer-
ica’s poorest. It also highlights how much 
US colleges and universities rely on 
wealthy donors—and raises the question of 
whether more systemic changes would 
better serve students and society.

I’m under no illusions about how hard 
that change would be. When the federal 
government attempts to forgive or cancel 
student loan debt, there is an outcry. This 
includes Republican attempts to end the 
Public Service Loan Forgiveness pro-
gramme for new borrowers, which 
requires 10 years of work in exchange for 
forgiving remaining debt. This is in a 
nation whose citizens rely on friends, 
neighbours, relatives and perfect strangers 
on the internet, on sites such as GoFundMe 
and ModestNeeds, to help pay for such 
things as rebuilding after a natural disaster, 
educational debt or medical expenses.

Relying on the kindness of strangers in 
the wake of a tragedy is not a new phenom-
enon, of course. Yet the sheer proliferation 
of requests for help is an indicator of gaping 
holes in America’s social safety nets. Some 
30 million people gave or received help on 
GoFundMe in 2023, according to the com-
pany’s 2023 Giving Report.

It’s important to reiterate that gifts such 
as Gottesman’s deserve to be celebrated, as 
was New York University’s announcement 
in 2018 that its medical school would be 
free. Gottesman’s bequest also represents 
a significant share of her wealth, estimated 
to be about $3 billion. If we’re going to 
applaud billionaires for their philanthropy, 
we should consider the proportion of their 
wealth they donate.

It’s also important to note that the high 
cost of higher education in the US forces 
millions of students to take out loans to pay 
tuition. The estimated costs for a student 
entering Albert Einstein in the 2024-25 
school year, including living expenses, 
amount to almost $400,000 for all four 
years. According to the Association of 
American Medical Colleges, 54% of medi-
cal-school graduates in 2023 had at least 
$200,000 in education debt, and 84% had 

$100,000 or more, which is inclusive of 
undergrad. Medical students who antici-
pate hundreds of thousands of dollars in 
debt will likely make career decisions 
based on whether they can afford their 
monthly payments. Graduating debt-free 
opens every possible option—including 
working in less lucrative specialties or in 
underserved communities. Some Einstein 
graduates may opt to work in the Bronx, 
which needs more doctors.

Then again, there’s no requirement for 
medical students to become bleeding 
hearts willing to forgo wealth and prestige 
so they can help those less fortunate. It’s 
entirely possible that plenty of Einstein 
students will just become millionaires sig-
nificantly faster than they otherwise would 
have because they don’t have a heavy debt 
load keeping their net worth in the red.

What to do with their debt-free future 
will be a personal choice for Einstein’s stu-
dents. What to do about the excessive costs 
of higher education is a question for soci-
ety. Continuing to streamline repayment 
programs, as well as protecting public ser-
vice loan forgiveness and income-driven 
repayment plans, is a start. Considering 
how many professions require education 
beyond an undergraduate degree, expand-
ing grant options for graduate school 
would also help. And state governments 
should continue supporting public univer-
sities and community colleges to keep tui-
tion at affordable levels relative to median 
income levels in their state.

Students should also have access to fed-
eral grants and loans that cover the cost of 
tuition plus room and board for an in-state 
university. If the maximum a student can 
borrow is set below the cost of tuition plus 
room and board, then more students will 
rely on expensive private student loans. 
Finally, there has been bipartisan support 
for ending interest capitalization, which 
would help prevent loan payments from 
spiraling into huge financial burdens.

Wealthy donors can help make educa-
tion more affordable for individual stu-
dents, groups of students, even universities. 
Making it more affordable for everyone is a 
challenge that can only be met by all of us, 
wealthy and not, working together to 
ensure the federal and state governments 
do as much as possible to clear the paths to 
higher education. ©BLOOMBERG

Free tuition will not solve the 
problem of pricey education

Grants by the wealthy are helpful but only for a few beneficiaries

The challenge is to make higher education 

affordable for all ISTOCKPHOTO
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the long lags in official data releases, extra-
polating their findings to draw larger con-
clusions risks being misled.

RBI surveys on consumer perceptions 
also give rise to dissonance. Its Household 
Inflation Survey, for example, reveals that 
people place inflation at 8%-plus when the 
official index shows a rate of around 5%. Fur-
ther, households generally feel that inflation 
in the future would be higher even when the 
models of economists project the rate as 
declining. Indices and models give us num-
bers that differ markedly from what individ-
uals feel they confront in the marketplace. 
There is also RBI’s Consumer Confidence 
Index, on which 41 of the last 42 readings 
have been under 100, which signals pessi-
mism outweighing optimism.

Seen through different periscopes, views 
on the state of economic affairs vary widely. 
There can always be two sets of views on the 
same subject, such as industrial perform-
ance, depending on which anchor is chosen. 
Every survey also holds merit for revealing 
what it is designed to capture, exactly, and 
these signals are useful in themselves. But 
we must exercise caution in generalizing the 
readings beyond their limitations of utility 
or using them to frame policy.

These are the author’s personal views.

purchasing managers’ index (PMI) is a popular 
leading indicator of industrial or service-
sector activity. But when this is compared 
with the index of industrial production (IIP), 
we find a weak link. At times, when the PMI 
presents a bright picture, the IIP indicates 
stagnation. This is not surprising because 
the PMI surveys 400 respondents and 
makes a comparison over the previous 
month on five parameters, with responses 
based not on specific numbers, but on 
whether there has been improvement or 
not. The IIP, on the other hand, looks at pro-
duction numbers and growth over the previ-
ous year for a more comprehensive set of 
goods. Hence, they look at different aspects 
of industrial progress.

Similar surveys are carried out by the 
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) for its Business 
Assessment Index (BAI), which polls 1,000-
plus companies and covers nine parameters. 
It virtually subsumes all those included in 
the PMI and is thus more expansive. This is 
done on a quarterly basis, unlike the 
monthly PMI. While the approach taken is 
similar, with net responses used for every 
parameter, we often get fairly divergent 
views when the two are compared.

Let’s look at pre- and post-covid periods. 
In the pre-covid period, if we place quarter-

C
arrying out any survey is a challenge 
not just because its sampling process 
must be right, but there is often an 

‘information and understanding’ asymme-
try between surveyors and respondents. 
Asking a man on the street what he thinks of 
the economy, for example, is an exercise 
fraught with trouble since only a tiny pro-
portion of people would have studied eco-
nomics and perceptions can vary widely.

If one were asked the quantity of a certain 
product (say, spinach) consumed in the last 
7 or 30 days, can one really remember how 
much? This is a problem with such con-
sumer surveys. Most responses are broad 
approximations. Also, there may be a tend-
ency to overstate or understate consump-
tion. Understating it for a government sur-
vey could entitle one to future benefits, 
while overstating it helps one look good.

Interestingly, this problem of perception 
is not just with individuals, but also compa-
nies, even though corporate respondents are 
better informed of business conditions. The 

Survey results should be taken with a pinch of caution
MADAN SABNAVIS

is chief economist at Bank of 

Baroda and author of 

‘Corporate Quirks: The Darker 

Side of the Sun’.

ideally, one should not have such discrepant 
data so that we can be confident of what it 
says about the state of affairs.

RBI also collects responses on expecta-
tions one quarter ahead. These are captured 
in its Business Expectations Index (BEI). 
These responses are even more telling. Since 

2009, the BEI has on an 
average been 10 points 
higher than the BAI. There 
is always optimism about 
the future. But when the 
same is mapped to what 
finally transpires in the 
assessment a quarter later, 
we typically see an equiva-
lently sharp drop. Hence, 
there is merit in not giving 
too much weight to future 
expectations. These read-
ings consistently give us 
false signals.

The broader issue is 
whether surveys actually reveal what is hap-
pening at the ground level even when it 
comes to company responses. What respon-
dents say on most parameters rarely squares 
with other data, which suggests that they are 
guided by conjecture. While survey results 
can still constitute useful information, given 

on-quarter responses in the RBI survey next 
to the PMI averages over the same period, 
we see directional variation in six quarters 
out of 12. In the post-covid phase, they are 
out on sync in eight out of 12 quarters. This 
means that ‘feel good’ versus ‘feel low’ fac-
tors would be different on more than half the 
occasions if one compares 
the two indices. The logical 
question is which indicator 
is more realistic.

It can be argued that the 
samples are different, 
which is true. But if one 
were to extrapolate the 
sample responses to gauge 
aggregate performance, 
then these divergent views 
would give conflicting sig-
nals. It is well known that 
when companies respond, 
they usually have a bias, 
which varies across sec-
tors. If one goes through the commentaries 
offered by companies during their quarterly 
result announcements, almost all are san-
guine about the future even if their perform-
ance has not been up to the mark. This is 
understandable because CEOs have to 
ensure that their stock prices do not fall. But, 

They offer us 

useful signals 

but we must 

be mindful of 

the limitations 

in their ability 

to reflect reality
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F
or the longest time, Naina Bhado-
ria believed she was incapable of 
handling stress. She would break 
down whenever the going got 
tough on a big assignment. “I 

would be elated to be considered fit for it but the 
pressure of performing well would bog me 
down so much that I would get physically sick,” 
says the Delhi resident, 39, who works in the 
communications department of a multinational 
company. “Of course, I would continue working 
lest I let my superiors down, but I had panic 
attacks and was worried all the time.”

It took her some time and work, which 
included regular counselling sessions, to 
understand how unrealistic expectations were 
getting the better of her. For many employees, 
insecurity is a constant companion at the 
workplace. 

An increase in layoffs across the country, and 
a shift towards new technologies and hybrid 
work culture have made India Inc. a trickier 
place to navigate. Even people with successful 
careers who strive for excellence at work, often 

to navigate the situation better. “We are also in 
the process of designing career growth plans to 
fulfill individual aspirations of employees, espe-
cially consistent performers,” says Singh. 

While most organizations attempt to ensure 
job security, Sudipta Sengupta, founder and 
chief executive officer at Noida-based health 
information and fact-checking platform, The 
Healthy Indian Project (THIP), is of the view 
that the extended working hours and tight 
deadlines underscore the necessity for both 
employees and employers to navigate this situa-
tion diligently. 

“Fostering a secure and sustainable atmos-
phere at the workplace can be mutually benefi-
cial,” he says. “Assisting team members and pro-
actively engaging in their upskilling and devel-
opment can enrich their careers while 
contributing to the organization’s success. 
Managers should also stay attuned to signs of 
burnout or stress among team members and 
help them with the right support and resources 
since an environment that promotes burnout 
helps no one.”

DETACHING FROM WORK 

While work is equivalent to life for insecure 
overachievers, taking baby steps to detach 
themselves from the constant fear of failure is 
imperative. 

Ruuh believes it’s important for such individ-
uals to recognize and introspect what lies 
behind this insecurity, so that they can eventu-
ally develop a coping strategy. 

“Have realistic goals that are achievable and 
break them into manageable tasks that can be 
spread over time and delegated to other peo-
ple,” she says. “Be kind to yourself and take time 
off to do things that add value to your life, 
including spending time with family and 
friends, cultivating hobbies or indulging in self-
care. Invest in personal growth and develop-
ment. Remember there is a life beyond work.” 

In other words, it is crucial to find a healthy 
balance between work and life by creating 
certain boundaries. “Make a system to self-
validate or seek constructive feedback 
instead of just seeking praise and accolades 
for your work,” says Ruuh. “Take time to cele-
brate achievements and avoid comparison 
with others.”

Write to us at businessoflife@livemint.com

MONDAY MOTIVATION

‘Mentorship is 
about inspiring’: 
Vikram Chopra
The CARS24 CEO says being close to 
his team has helped them work better

Jahnabee Borah

jahnabee.b@livemint.com

M
umbai restaurateur and chef 
Devika Manjrekar recently 
posted a story on her Instagram 

page, citing two instances of discrimina-
tion: One about a young chef who did not 
join their team because it was run by 
women; the other about a disgruntled 
diner who insisted on speaking to the 
“male” head chef. Manjrekar is the head 
chef of Toast Pasta Bar, which she owns. 
“Days like these really, really bum us out. 
So, good morning to everyone except 
these two sexists,” she wrote. 

Experiences like these are not uncom-
mon in restaurants and bars across India. 
These fast-paced, high-stress spaces have 
traditionally been led by men, where tem-
pers run high and the smallest mistake can 
invoke a litany of cuss words. Kitchens are 
plagued by gender stereotypes: women 
can be excellent cooks but can’t do the 
heavy lifting to be a chef; women cannot 

handle a hot kitchen and are better off as 
pastry chefs; and women drink wine and 
cannot be good bartenders. “When a 
young woman fresh out of graduate 
school walks into such a space, she is 
bound to be intimidated,” says Manjrekar.

This was not Manjrekar’s first experi-
ence of sexism in the kitchen. In 2015, she 
returned to India full of enthusiasm with 
a culinary degree from London’s Le Cor-
don Bleu, but was disillusioned by the 
work culture. In 2016, she read an article 
in The Guardian featuring Indian-origin 
British chef Sabrina Gidda. “The next gen-
eration of chefs and restaurateurs aren’t 
people who left school at 15, worked as a 
commis chef in a three (Michelin) star 
until they’re broken and then perpetuate 
the same thing in their kitchens. It’s peo-
ple who gave up degrees and business and 
other things to do what they really love,” 
Gidda had said. It inspired Manjrekar so 
much that she wrote to Gidda and got a 
job. It is there that she learnt to run a 
kitchen with empathy and celebrate her 
feminine side rather than toning it down. 
“You can look good and you can still do a 
killer dinner service.” 

Chef Anahita Dhondy, chef partner of 
Soda Bottle Openerwala, a chain of Parsi 
restaurants owned by the Olive Hospital-
ity Group, recalls her early days as an 
intern in a professional kitchen. This was 
in the late aughts when she was 19 and a 

senior chef in his 40s would comment on 
her looks and make remarks about a hot 
kitchen ruining the skin. At first, she was 
scared, but when it happened again, she 
told him it was tantamount to sexual har-
assment and she would report him to the 
human resources department. These are 
just one of the many instances in her 

14-year career as a chef. Dhondy is now 33, 
and believes the only way to put a stop to 
sexist behaviour is to call it out at the very 
first instance. 

Sexism is ingrained in the language of 
the kitchen, and spills over into bars too. 
The term “female bartender”, for instance, 
irks mixologist Kimberly Pereira, the chief 

operating officer of the liquor brand Maya 
Pistola Agavepura. “It’s just bartender. 
Period,” says the 37-year-old. 

Sexism is prevalent in the alco-bev 
industry, too, she explains, and both pro-
fessionals and patrons reinforce gender 
stereotypes. She has observed that women 
brand ambassadors aren’t taken as seri-
ously as men for whiskies or darker spirits, 
compared to wines or gins. “Women 
behind the bar are scrutinised for their 
appearance. This could take the form of 
lewd comments or unwelcome advances. 
All of this creates an unsafe working envi-
ronment, making it challenging for 
women in the industry.” 

Bartender Feruzan Bilimora, 29, who 
works with the homegrown alcohol 
company Third Eye Distillery, has free-
lanced in bars and nightclubs . She says 
women who could bartend were hired 
for freelance gigs to add “glamour” and 
if they could speak English, it was a 
bonus. “I tried hard to push against that 
perception. I wanted to be hired for my 
talent, and over time, I built my personal 
brand. That is something I encourage 
everyone in this industry to do.” 

Even when one makes a name for one-
self, the patriarchy can rear its head. 
Amninder Sandhu, 45, who runs Bawri in 
Goa and Mumbai, and Palaash by Tipaai 
near Nagpur, was a trainee chef in a hotel 
in Delhi in the early 2000s. The toxic 

work culture and sexism left her disillu-
sioned, and she moved to Mumbai to work 
at Masala Bay at Taj Lands End. Over time, 
she has opened and managed successful 
restaurants and delivery kitchens in mul-
tiple cities, but says she still isn’t insulated 
from sexism. In 2019, she was invited by a 
five-star property in Delhi for a collabora-
tive pop-up with eight chefs, and was the 
only woman. “They messed up my ingre-
dients, gave me a corner in the kitchen to 
cook and rushed me, saying a celebrity 
male chef was coming and I needed to fin-
ish quickly.”

While restaurants helmed by women 
are on prestigious lists—Mumbai’s Ekaa 
with co-founder Niyati Rao ranked 98 on 
Asia’s 50 Best 2024—there’s still a long 
way to go. Sandhu notes  that world over 
there are only 9% top ranked chefs who 
are women. And, not many women, espe-
cially younger ones, can call out sexist 
incidents on social media for fear of losing 
their job or future opportunities. 

Manjrekar found her beat when she 
worked in Gidda’s team. Similarly, San-
dhu found hope when she joined Masala 
Bay in Mumbai in 2005. The chef in 
charge, Jaspal Arora, she says, treated 
everyone equally. Change, therefore, has 
to come from the top. Billimora says, “In a 
work environment, breaking the cycle of 
sexism always happens top down. It has a 
trickle-down effect.” 

Sexism is ingrained in the language of the kitchen, and spills over into bars too.

Increased layoffs and 
moving towards new 
technologies is leading 
to a rise in employee 
insecurity. Here’s how 
you can break the cycle 

Countering the macho mindset of the kitchen
Women are at the helm 
of a number of kitchens 
and restaurants in 
India, but still have to 
face workplace sexism
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Shail Desai

I
n 2012, Vikram Chopra dropped out of Wharton School of 
Business to begin his entrepreneurial journey with online fur-
niture retailer FabFurnish. The venture lasted only three years, 

but his learnings helped him launch CARS24 in 2015. “I learned 
invaluable lessons on the crucial balance between supply and 
demand. This experience was an eye-opener, emphasising the 
need for a robust supply chain to sustain business growth,” says 
the Gurugram-based co-founder and CEO of CARS24.

The 41-year-old says the intent of launching CARS24 was to 
offer a service of hassle-free transactions, while ensuring a steady 
supply of quality pre-owned vehicles. And along the way, build 
trust one customer at a time. “We wanted to tackle things like 
unclear pricing, prolonged selling times and a lack of safety in 
transactions. The idea was to transform the used car marketplace 
into a space of confidence and ease,” he says. 

They started out with physical stores to understand the needs 
of their customers, but since the pandemic, the business moved 
online, where buyers are offered the convenience of inspecting 
and test driving a vehicle at home, he adds. Chopra talks to Mint 
about the importance of being connected with his team. 
Who do you consider your mentor? 

I reach out to Rajeev Jain, CEO, Bajaj Finance, for his insights, 
direction and a fresh perspective 
whenever I need it.
What does being a mentor mean to 
you? 

Mentorship is less about instruction 
and more about inspiration. It’s about 
demonstrating through my own 
actions the values I hope to instill in my 
team—determination, honesty and the 
courage to face challenges head-on. 

What’s your morning schedule like?
My day typically starts at 6am with a solid gym session. After 

breakfast, I head to office and spend most of my day there. 
What’s the one positive work routine you have developed 
during the pandemic?

The most significant change in my work routine has been 
deepening my personal involvement with my team. This has 
helped us work better together, in alignment and understand 
each other more. 
Any book or podcast you would recommend about men-
torship and growth?

Some of my recommendations are Amp it Up by Frank Sloot-
man, The Outsiders by William Thorndike, Working Backwards 
by Colin Bryar and Bill Carr, Thinking Fast and Slow by Daniel 
Kahneman, and Poor Charlie’s Almanacks by Charlie Munger.
How do you unwind? Do you pursue any serious hobbies?

Gym sessions are a staple for me, and my evenings are reserved 
for family. I love adventure sports like skydiving, scuba diving 
and skiing. It helps me unwind and energises me for work. 

Monday Motivation is a series in which business leaders and cre-
ative individuals discuss their mentors and their work ethic.

Write to us at businessoflife@livemint.com

Gym sessions 
are a staple for 
me, and my 
evenings are 
reserved for 
family.

at the cost of their own well-being and personal 
satisfaction, are spending sleepless nights wor-
rying about their competition. 

“Insecure overachievers have imposter syn-
drome. They have self-doubt regarding a partic-
ular task, which makes them feel they will be 
exposed,” says Ruchi Ruuh, an independent 
Delhi-based counselling psychologist. “As per-
fectionists, they often feel the intense pressure 
to exceed the standards of work and may 
become overly critical if those are not met. As 
it’s all performance driven, they seek constant 
external validation to affirm their competence 
through praise, awards and incentives.” 

Fear of failure steers such people to perform 
well since they can’t bear the thought of being 
seen as incompetent. In turn, this results in long 
work hours, taking up 
extra work, and 
neglecting bounda-
ries in order to feel 
worthy. 

“There are several 
instances when inse-
cure overachievers 
may consider them-
selves responsible for their team’s failure. Such 
people have a hard time accepting constructive 
feedback or criticism. They might find it diffi-
cult to delegate work even if it’s beyond their 
skillset, due to the fear that it might not meet 
their standard,” explains Ruuh. “They don’t 
pause to celebrate an achievement or praise 
themselves. Instead, they look out for the next 
challenge or goal to pursue.”

Insecure overachievers don’t fall into a par-
ticular age range or gender but Vidhya Thak-
kar, assistant professor (organizational behav-

iour), at KJ Somaiya Institute of Management, 
Mumbai, says many women have “super-
woman syndrome”, that pushes them to attain 
perfectionism by projecting themselves as 
strong and independent. 

“The desperate desire to remain at the top 
makes one incapable of discriminating between 
priorities, leading to overall poor physical and 
mental health,” says Thakkar. 

AN EMPLOYER’S DREAM

Such employees, who are constantly setting 
new targets to deliver, can be an employer’s 
dream. But in the long run, their productivity is 
likely to suffer if the pursuit of perfectionism 
drives them all the time. That’s why it is critical 
for employers to step in and create a conducive 

environment that 
does not favour per-
formance over well-
being. 

“If organizations do 
not have well-defined 
performance man-
agement systems with 
rewards and recogni-

tion, a career growth process and a capability 
development plan in place, overachievers may 
face high levels of anxiety and continue to be 
stressed all the time,” says Harmanjit Singh, 
chief people officer at Mohali-headquartered 
JBCL that provides mobility solutions in India. 
“Insensitivity from senior leadership can also 
aggravate the situation.”

Like some other companies, JBCL conducts 
periodic sessions on work-life balance and 
stress management, where health and corpo-
rate experts share relevant tips with employees 

Fear of failure steers such 
people to perform well since 

they can’t bear the thought of 
being seen as incompetent. 

How insecurity drives  
overachievers at work

STEP BACK 

FROM FEAR 
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u Recognize and introspect what lies 
behind your insecurity at work

u Have realistic goals that are achiev-
able and break them into tasks

u Delegate these tasks to other 
people when possible

u Be kind to yourself—take holidays, 
spend time with family, cultivate 
hobbies and spend on your self-care

u Make a system to self-validate or 
seek constructive feedback, rather 
than seeking praise from others

u Avoid comparing yourself with 
others


