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It’s a sign of the uncertainty 
looming over the global econ-
omy that economists are alter-
ing expectations so frequently. 
Take Goldman Sachs, which has 
just scaled back the odds of a US 
recession to 20% from 25% fore-
cast a fortnight or so ago. That 
prediction had marked a spike 
from the 15% probability it had 
held until a weaker-than-ex-
pected July US jobs report 
unnerved observers in the US 
and elsewhere. The odds of a US 
recession are now halfway back 
to the level before that report 
came out, and a full retracement 
is probable if the August report 
due next month “looks reasona-
bly good,” Goldman Sachs says. 
It attributes its eased worries to 
encouraging retail sales, 
although the debate over the 
gravity of the knock the US 
economy would take is not yet 
over. This has reflected in inves-
tor sentiment that has sent 
stock markets globally into 
nervous gyrations, India being 
no exception. Though its econ-
omy’s domestic orientation has 
traditionally shielded it from 
external headwinds, rising inte-
gration with the world economy 
has meant it can’t go unscathed. 
Troubles in the US and else-
where would hurt its export 
prospects as also capital inflows. 
A close watch is needed.

Uncertain 

times

MINT METRIC
by Bibek Debroy 

A techie from Bengaluru ran away,

He hid in Noida—gone astray.

Reported missing by his wife,

He was incognito thanks to domestic strife.

His wife curbs his freedom, every day.

mint     primer

What was the idea 
behind BHIM? 

BHIM, the payment application  
developed by NPCI, was among 
the first wave of apps launched (in 
December 2016) to facilitate digital 
payments using the Unified 
Payments Interface (UPI). BHIM 
allows users to send or receive 
money from a UPI payment 
addressee, or send money to non-
UPI based accounts by scanning a 
QR code. For BHIM, the maximum 
transaction limit is ₹1 lakh per day 
for a single bank account linked to 
the app. Like other UPI apps, one 
can link BHIM to multiple bank 
accounts and seamlessly switch 
between different accounts when 
making transactions or checking 
balances. 

How has BHIM fared 
so far? 

The BHIM app’s market share has 
dipped in the past few years. In 
July 2024, BHIM processed 27 
million transactions worth ₹8,932 
crore while Walmart-owned 
PhonePe processed as many as 
6,983.9 million transactions worth 
₹10.28 trillion and Google Pay saw 
5,341 million transactions worth 
₹7.35 trillion. The reason why 
third-party UPI apps are popular 
compared with the BHIM app is 
not difficult to see: private apps 
provide promotional offers like 
rewards and cash backs. On the 
other hand, there is a limit to what 
NPCI, which is incorporated as a 
‘not for profit’ company, can offer 
consumers. 

What challenges does 
BHIM face? 

The biggest will be to improve its 
market share in the retail segment, 
already dominated by apps like 
Google Pay and PhonePe. Building 
a brand image across different 
strata of society will be among its 
initial challenges. Separately, 
BHIM will also have to compete 
with other bank apps. The 
subsidiary can potentially fix some 
of these issues. Lack of customer 
awareness is a major drawback; 
limited marketing budgets is 
another. The new entity will have 
greater flexibility to invest both in 
awareness campaigns and tech. 

How can BHIM 
develop its user base? 

Reports suggest that BHIM is 
looking to foray into e-commerce 
and integrate with the Open 
Network for Digital Commerce 
(ONDC). This will enable 
customers using the BHIM app to 
access different services provided 
by ONDC—a government scheme 
to promote an open e-commerce 
network. Rahul Handa, former 
ONDC vice president for strategic 
initiatives, will be the BHIM 
subsidiary’s chief business officer. 
He will drive this initiative that will 
target tier-II and tier-III markets, 
which remain untapped by banks.

Why is NPCI looking to hive 
off BHIM as a subsidiary? 

The move could boost BHIM’s market 
share vis-à-vis Google Pay and PhonePe, 
which dominate the payment landscape 
with a market share of 85%. The BHIM app 
had limited marketing budgets and lacked 
in consumer awareness. With the creation 
of a new subsidiary, BHIM will have a 
dedicated team to focus on its 
development.
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Last week, the National Payments Council of India (NPCI) announced 
it was hiving off Bharat Interface for Money (BHIM), a payment app 
based on UPI, into a separate subsidiary. What is the rationale behind 
this move? Mint explains. 

What is NPCI’s 
game plan for 
the BHIM app? 

Shrinking BHIM
Top platforms by UPI transactions in July 2024

Source: NPCI
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QUOTE OF THE DAY

SHALINI WARRIER
RETAIL BUSINESS HEAD, 
FEDERAL BANK LTD

There is no silver bullet for this. 
[When] fixed deposit rates don’t 
go up as much as customers 
would like them, they look for 
alternates.

BY GOPIKA GOPAKUMAR

MINT

M I N T  P O D C A S T S

EV POWER STRAIN
Why is EV charging becoming a big 
headache? Mumbai debates banning 

basement EV charg-
ing after explosions 
in S. Korea, empha-
sizing stricter regu-
lation. Plus, smart-
watch sales have 
surged to 50 million, 

but the market now favours high-end 
brands, affecting budget options. 
Tune in for these top stories and more

AI: SHIELD OR SWORD? 
Is your cybersecurity strategy up to 
date? Mint’s Leslie D’Monte and Jay-

anth N. Kolla, 
co-founder and 
principal analyst at 
Convergence Cata-
lyst, dive into the 
Accel Cybersecurity 
Summit, exploring 

trends, recent incidents, and AI’s 
impact on security. Experts discuss 
software supply chain security.

MAXIMIZE SAVINGS
This podcast is your ultimate guide to 
achieving financial success. Each epi-

sode is packed with 
savvy money mak-
ing strategies and 
expert tips on maxi-
mizing your sav-
ings. Whether 
you’re a beginner or 

a seasoned investor, we’ve got you 
covered. Join us on this journey to 
unlock your full financial potential.

PRANAY BHARDWAJ/MINT



PLAIN FACTS

PEANUTS by Charles M. Schulz

Non-fossil-based energy capacity at half-year intervals* (GW)

Top �ve countries by renewable energy capacity (in GW)

Source: National Power Portal Source: Renewables 2024 Global Status Report by Ren21

Data as of December 2023.

*This includes renewable energy sources (solar, wind, bio-energy, and small hydro 
power) as well as nuclear and large hydro power. **As of June 2024.
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India needs to add nearly 50 GW a year to 
reach 500 GW capacity target by 2030

India is among the biggest countries by 
renewable energy capacity globally

Renewable capacity is rapidly rising, 
but thermal continues to dominate
Share of installed capacity, by source (in %)

Source: National Power Portal, Mint calculations 

2024*2017
Data as of June for 2024. Renewables refer to solar, wind, bio-energy, 
and small hydro.
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INDIA ALSO aims to power half of its energy capacity with 
renewables by 2030, a goal supported by encouraging progress. 
Thermal power (which largely relies on coal-fired plants) now 
accounts for 55% of India’s overall capacity, down from 66% in 
2017, while renewable energy’s share has increased to 33% from 
18%. But while India’s renewables sector is growing rapidly, its 
increasing power demand as a developing economy often leads 
it back to coal.

According to the Global Energy Monitor, India already has 
240GW operating coal power capacity and 97GW is under 
development. Earlier this year, the power ministry told Reuters 
that India would start operating new coal-fired power plants 
totalling up to 13.9GW this year, the biggest addition in six 
years. At COP28 last year, India and China abstained from 
committing to tripling the global renewable energy capacity by 
2030, as the pledge called for a phase-down of coal power.

Transition Tightrope

India's ambitious target relies 
heavily on a few states
State-wise installed 

capacity of renewable 

power* (in GW)

*Excludes large hydro plants. Data as of 31 July 2024.

Source: Ministry of new and renewable energy
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WHILE INDIA pursues ambitious goals as part of its climate 
pact on the global stage, only a handful of major states lead this 
commitment. As of July, Rajasthan and Gujarat are at the 
forefront with 28GW and 27GW of installed renewable capacity, 
respectively, followed by Tamil Nadu (20GW), Karnataka 
(17GW), Maharashtra (13GW), Andhra Pradesh (9GW), and 
Madhya Pradesh (7GW). The government has announced 
transmission schemes to integrate 66.5GW of renewable energy 
generation across these states, with projects in various stages. 
The state-run Solar Energy Corp. of India Ltd has identified 
potential zones in eight states for addition of 181.5GW. 

Meanwhile, segment-wise progress within renewables will 
also need to be watched: Solar has led the push so far, though low 
installation rates in the solar rooftop sub-segment and the wind 
energy component were blamed by a parliamentary committee 
for India’s failure to meet its 2022 target.

State Pioneers

THE UNION budget plays a crucial role in setting the tone for 
clean energy acceleration each year.The 2024-25 budget saw 
one of the largest and most significant allocations totalling 
₹18,853 crore towards central schemes and projects under the 
ministry of new and renewable energy—a 90% increase from the 
previous year and 147% jump from the 2023-24 revised estimates.

This big boost in the budget may highlight the government’s 
dedication, but a look at historical data reveals a cautionary trend. 
Actual spending has lagged budgeted amounts in recent years; 
2022-23 was a notable exception. As India pursues its ambitious 
500GW non-fossil-based energy goal by 2030, success will 
depend on developing a balanced green grid, advancing research 
and development, and moving away from coal. Despite increased 
budgets and ongoing progress, these challenges must be 
addressed swiftly to shape India’s renewable energy future.

manjul.paul@livemint.com

Green Budget

India’s green energy 
goals face a stiff test

BY MANJUL PAUL

Budget has prioritized RE, but 
spending tends to fall short of outlay

Source: Budget documents
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O
n 15 August, Prime Minister Narendra Modi reaffirmed India’s ambitious goal to achieve 500 gigawatt (GW) of non-
fossil-based energy capacity by 2030, covering renewables such as solar, wind, biomass, and small hydro power, 
alongside nuclear and large hydro power. Although the country missed its previous target of 175GW of renewables 

by 2022, recent developments suggest that India might still have a shot at reaching this goal. To meet this target, India needs 
to add an average of 46GW of capacity annually until 2030—a formidable task given the pace of the past few years. However, 
the outlook is improving. In the first six months of 2024 alone, India added 15GW, matching the entire capacity addition 
of 2023. The government is also ramping up efforts, aiming to invite bids for 50GW of capacity additions annually until 
2027-28. If this momentum continues, India would be just in time to reach the 500GW mark by 2030, given that renewable 
energy projects typically take up to two years to power up.

According to the Centre for Energy Finance, an initiative of the Council on Energy, 
Environment and Water, about 95% of the bidding target for 2023-24 was met, though 
only 47% of the bids resulted in successful auctions.  Meanwhile, India has the world’s 
fourth-largest renewable power capacity (excluding hydropower plants), trailing only 
China and Brazil among emerging economies.

Liked this 
story? Share it 
by scanning 
the QR code.



Missing pieces in growth story 
of Amrish Rau’s Pine Labs uP10

Axis Bank unwraps a credit 
card that you can’t buy uP11

SENSEX 80,424.69        12.15 

ease of doing business while engag-
ing in investigations with regular 
taxpayers” signifies greater atten-
tion being paid at the highest level 
to the sustainability of tax notices 
issued to many companies.

Quoting from its previous 
instruction, the CBIC explained to 
all principal chief commissioners, 
principal director generals and 
other senior officers that there can 

TURN TO PAGE 6

received tax notices.
According to the latest CBIC 

communication, when senior field 
officers raise the tax matter before 
their superiors, the CBIC’s top 
brass, as well as the GST Council 
which includes the Union finance 
minister and state finance minis-
ters, come to know of the legal 
issues underlying the proposed 
show cause notices.

The CBIC’s reminder to follow 
instructions aimed at “maintaining 

Gireesh Chandra Prasad

gireesh.p@livemint.com

new delhi

A
fter a flurry of tax noti-
ces that rattled busi-
nesses and clouded tax 
certainty, India’s top 
authority on indirect 

taxes has stepped in.
Often, officials and taxpayers 

interpret the same law differently, 
or the industry practice differs from 
the official view. In such cases, sen-
ior field officers who investigate the 
matter must sound out the top 
authority before issuing show cause 
notices, the Central Board of Indi-
rect Taxes and Customs (CBIC) said.

The CBIC’s reminder comes after 
it first flagged the need for caution 
nearly five months ago, a period 
which has seen a flurry of tax notices 
to high-profile companies. Some of 
these include Infosys Ltd (₹32,400 
crore); HDFC Bank, Go Digit, Star 
Health and Policybazaar (₹2,250 
crore); and a set of foreign airlines 
(₹10,000 crore.) On 17 August, Mint 
reported that tax authorities have 
issued over a thousand notices to 
businesses across sectors in the 
weeks till 5 August, the due date for 
issuing notices for any shortfall in 
tax payment for FY18.

On Sunday, Economic Times 

reported that the Union education 
ministry has stepped in after a GST 
notice for ₹120 crore was served on 
the Indian Institute of Technology-
Delhi, one of several educational 
institutions which have 

Check with top brass in cases of differing interpretations: CBIC

Taxman steps in to 
slow raft of notices

Utpal Bhaskar

utpal.b@livemint.com

new delhi

A
 consortium of Indian 
state-run oil marketing 
companies is in talks 

with Norwegian energy giant 
Equinor to secure long-term 
contracts for liquified petro-
leum gas (LPG), two people 
aware of the development said, 
as India looks to diversify sour-
cing of the cooking gas from 
traditional West Asian suppli-
ers. The consortium comprises 
Indian Oil Corp. Ltd (IOCL), 
Hindustan Petroleum Corpo-
ration Ltd (HPCL), and Bharat 
Petroleum corporation Ltd 
(BPCL). 

The talks with Equinor come 
in the backdrop of growing ten-
sions in West Asia, as a poten-
tial escalation of the Israel-Iran 
conflict could affect energy pri-
ces and supplies. Currently, the 
United Arab Emirates (UAE), 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia and Kuwait 
are India’s top LPG suppliers.

“We are in talks with Equi-
nor for sourcing LPG, the 
demand for which is growing in 
India,” one of the two people 
cited above said, requesting 
anonymity. “Equinor is offer-
ing us LPG from Norway. The 
terms and commercial agree-
ment are under discussion.” 

The move to diversify LPG 
sourcing also assumes signifi-
cance as the fuel comprises an 
estimated 62% of all cooking 
fuels used across households in 

TURN TO PAGE 6

India taps 
Equinor for 
long-term 
LPG supply

formal request sent in March 
last year, show court filings 
reviewed by Mint. This 
prompted the US Department 
of Justice to seek help from its 
Indian counterpart under the 
Mutual Legal Assistance Treaty 
between the two countries.

The MLAT request was 
made on 11 January but dis-
closed in court filings in July for 
the first time by a lawyer for 
former Cognizant chief operat-
ing officer Gordon Coburn, 
who sought the postponement 
of the trial from September to 
March next year.

Coburn resigned from Cog-
nizant in October 2016 when 
the information technology 
company informed American 
authorities that some payments 
made in India could have 
breached the US’ Foreign Cor-
rupt Practices Act. The law pro-
hibits US citizens and entities 

TURN TO PAGE 6

Varun Sood

varun.sood@livemint.com

bengaluru

T
he US government has 
sought the deposition of 
Larsen and Toubro Ltd’s 

chair S.N. Subrahmanyan to 
ascertain if Cognizant Technol-
ogy Solutions Corp. routed 
illicit payments through India’s 
largest construction company 
to government officials 
between 2013 and 2015.

Subrahmanyan was the head 
of L&T’s construction business 
when some of the company’s 
employees are alleged to have 
bribed Indian government offi-
cials in return for faster approv-
als to build Cognizant’s office 
campuses in Chennai and 
Pune.

The development comes 
barely a year after Subrahman-
yan took over as chair and man-
aging director of L&T on 1 
October, succeeding A.M. Naik, 
who had been the construction 
and engineering company’s 
chairman since 1999.

The US government has also 
sought the deposition of four 
other L&T employees—Ram-
esh Vadivelu, Adimoolam Thi-
yagarajan, Balaji Subramanian, 
and T. Nanda Kumar—and two 
former Cognizant employees—
Venkatesan Natarajan and 
Nagasubramanian Gopala-
krishnan, show New Jersey 
court filings reviewed by Mint.

India’s ministry of home 
affairs had rejected the US State 
Department’s letter rogatory or 

Cognizant case: US 
wants L&T chief, 
4 others to depose

Larsen and Toubro Ltd’s chair 

S.N. Subrahmanyan. PTI

taking notice

TAXING TIMES

Often, officials and 
tax payers interpret 
same law differently

CBIC reminder comes 
five months after it 
first flagged caution 

Over a thousand tax 
notices were issued in 
the weeks till 5 August

Antfin Singapore Holdings, part of China’s 
Alibaba Group, is looking to sell a 1.54% 
stake in Zomato in a block deal valued at 
$408 million, deal terms reviewed by Mint 
show. The shares will be sold at a floor price 
of ₹251.68 each, the terms showed. >P4

Antfin plans to sell 1.54% stake 
in Zomato worth ₹3,420 crore

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) on Monday 
issued the framework for self-regulatory 
organizations (SROs) in financial markets, 
inviting applications from entities which 
meet the eligibility criteria including a 
minimum net worth of ₹10 crore. >P4

RBI sets ₹10 crore minimum net 
worth for financial market SROs

Audit regulator NFRA on Monday imposed a 
hefty penalty of ₹10 crore, one of the highest 
in the history of the regulator, on BSR & 
Associates LLP for alleged lapses in the audit 
of Coffee Day Enterprises Ltd, the company 
that runs coffee chain CCD. >P5

NFRA slaps ₹10 cr fine on BSR 
over Coffee Day audit lapses

The Central Consumer Protection 
Authority (CCPA) has served notices on 45 
coaching institutes for allegedly violating 
consumer rights with misleading 
advertisements and unethical tactics. The 
notices have been reviewed by Mint.. >P2

Consumer protection authority 
cracks down on coaching centres
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CLARIFICATIONS

Mint welcomes comments, 
suggestions or complaints 
about errors. 

Readers can alert the 
newsroom to any errors in the 
paper by emailing us, with your 
full name and address to 
feedback@livemint.com.

It is our policy to promptly 
respond to all complaints. 
Readers dissatisfied with the 
response or concerned about 
Mint’s journalistic integrity may 
write directly to the editor by 
sending an email to 
asktheeditor@livemint.com

Mint’s journalistic Code of 
Conduct that governs our 
newsroom is available at 
www.livemint.com
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first stage, and is attempted by 
1.1–1.3 million aspirants. The 
mains exam, the second stage, 
is cleared by about 3,000 out of 
roughly 10,000 who pass the 
prelims, Khare told Mint.

“They do this because they 
know that at least one in three 
candidates is likely to be 
selected by the UPSC,” she said.

“If they had provided truth-
ful information about success-

ful candidates and courses they 
took, prospective consumers 
would not have been misled 
into spending money and time 
on their expensive, year-long 
classroom programmes."

The coaching institutes that 
have been penalized include 
Rau’s IAS Study Circle, IQRA 
IAS, Chahal Academy, Analog 
IAS, APTI PLUS Academy, and 
Unacademy, each with a pen-

Commodity exports decline 
in Apr-Jul; trade gap widens

During April-July, 12 of the 30 key export items fell in value terms from the year-ago period

by “monetary policy actions 
and stance and the waning of 
cost-push shocks”. 

“Persistence in food infla-
tion has increased due to 
repeated climatic shocks of 
rising intensity.” 

It said that food price shocks 
have been “imposing upside 
pressures on core inflation 
throughout these years, but 
this has been offset by disinfla-
tionary monetary policy”. 

According to the article, if 
the disinflationary monetary 
policy retreats, price pressures 
on core and headline inflation 
could get aggravated and “run 
out of control”. This, it said, is 
a risk especially with aggregate 
demand picking up and a pos-
sibility of rising input costs on 
the back of geopolitical ten-
sions. 

It said that the conventional 
treatment of food price 
changes as “transitory” in the 
setting of monetary policy is 
increasingly becoming 
“untenable”.

Rituraj Baruah & 

Dhirendra Kumar

NEW DELHI

T
he Centre is considering 
a proposal to launch a 
mobile app for the Gov-

ernment e-Marketplace (GeM) 
portal that is used for procuring 
goods and services by govern-
ment offices and public sector 
companies, said two people 
aware of the development.

The talks are at an initial 
stage and if the proposal is 
accepted it could make GeM 
more accessible for micro and 
small businesses that form the 
bulk of suppliers on the plat-
form.

The development is viewed 
as a strategic move to expand 
the platform's reach by shifting 
the buying process from the 
desktop to mobile phones, ena-
bling broader coverage and 
accessibility.

“The ministry of commerce 
has received proposals for 
developing an app version of 
the GeM portal and the minis-
try is reviewing them. It is felt 
the move would further dem-
ocratize the marketplace which 
has been a success so far in 
terms of public procurement,” 
said one of the two people men-
tioned above.

Currently, there are nearly 
one million micro, small and 
medium enterprises (MSMEs) 
on the GeM portal. The online 
portal was launched in 2016 to 
make the public procurement 
process for government 
departments, organizations 
and public sector undertakings 
transparent, efficient and 
quick. 

Both public and private sec-
tors companies, including 
MSMEs, can sell their products 
and services through GeM 
which has enabled small busi-
nesses to expand their market.

Vinod Kumar, president, 
India SME Forum said: “Every 
small seller would be able to 
offer his or her products if the 
platform is available on a smart-
phone. Most major online mar-
ketplaces have a mobile app... 
Desktop buying and selling is a 
relic. A Mobile app is the need 
of the hour.”

r i t u r a j . b a r u a h @ l i v e -
mint.com

For an extended version of 
this story, go to livemint.com.

Govt mulls 
proposal to 
create a 
mobile app 
for GeM

Shayan Ghosh

shayan.g@livemint.com

MUMBAI

A
lthough the main 
source of food price 
rises—supply shocks—

is outside the ambit of mone-
tary policy, a disinflationary 
policy is required to curb price 
pressures, RBI deputy gover-
nor Michael Patra and others 
said in an article on Monday, 
days after governor Shaktik-
anta Das spelt out the central 
bank’s stance on food infla-
tion.

“Monetary policy is the only 
active disinflationary agent in 
the economy,” the article said. 
While the article was written 
by RBI officials, it had the 
usual disclaimer that the views 
were those of the authors and 
not of the central bank. 

It comes after the FY24 eco-
nomic survey said last month 
that the inflation targeting 
framework should consider 
excluding food inflation. 

Food has a 46% weightage 
in the headline consumer 
price index (CPI) basket. 

The current debate centres 
around monetary policy’s 
handicap on food prices as 
they are caused by supply-side 
problems like food supply 
issues and not by demand 
which can be controlled by 
interest rate changes. 

Monday’s article pointed 
out that core inflation — head-
line inflation stripped off food 
and fuel — had been declining 
since 2022-23, mainly driven 

Food inflation curb 
vital to ease price 
rise: RBI article

Michael Patra, deputy 

governor, RBI. REUTERS

The app could ease GeM 

access to MSMEs. ISTOCKPHOTO

and oil equivalent gas, recently 
got a 16-year extension of the 
production sharing contract 
effective from 19 May 2023.

For Block 128, the seventh 
extension to explore for oil and 
gas was till 15 June 2023, and 
OVL had sought a three-year 
extension, officials said, add-
ing that Vietnamese regulator 
PVN has extended the license 
till 15 June 2026.

The company has so far not 
found any commercially 
recoverable oil and gas 
reserves in the block for the 
last 18 years it has been explor-
ing, but has continued pres-

PTI
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I
ndia’s flagship overseas oil 
firm ONGC Videsh Ltd has 
secured a 16-year contract 

extension for producing oil 
and gas in Vietnam, alongside 
getting three more years to 
explore a separate block in the 
contested waters of the South 
China Sea, officials said.

Vietnamese authorities 
have extended the production 
sharing contract (PSC) for the 
producing Block 06.1 in the 
offshore Nam Con Son basin 
till 2039. They have also 
granted an eighth extension 
for exploring for oil and gas in 
Block 128 in the South China 
Sea, according to officials.

OVL, the overseas invest-
ment arm of state-owned Oil 
and Natural Gas Corporation 
(ONGC), holds a 45% stake in 
Block 06.1, an offshore block 
located in Vietnam’s Nam Con 
Son Basin. Acquired in 1988, 
the block has Zarubezhneft EP 
BV as the operator with 35% 
interest and PetroVietnam 
holding the remaining 20%.

The block, which produces 
about 1 million tonnes of oil 

ence there because of India’s 
strategic interest in the South 
China Sea.

Vietnam, too, wants the 
Indian firm to counter China’s 
interventions in the contested 
waters.

OVL had signed a produc-
tion sharing contract with 
Vietnam’s national oil firm 
PetroVietnam for deepwater 
exploratory Block-128, having 
an area of 7,058sq. km in Off-
shore Phu Khanh Basin, Viet-
nam, in May 2006. An invest-
ment licence was issued to it 
on 16 June 2006, thereby giv-
ing effect to the PSC.

The firm has completed the 
licence requirement of shoot-
ing 3-D seismic data and 
reprocessing of 2-D seismic 
data as well as drilling of the 
committed one well.

Officials said OVL acquired 
3-D seismic data and repro-
cessed 2-D seismic data to ful-
fil a part of the minimum work 
programme of the phase-1 of 
exploration period.  To further 
assess the prospectivity of the 
block and mitigate potential 
risks, the company has now 
sought seismic data in the 
eastern and western regions of 
the block from PVN.

ONGC Videsh secures contract 
extension for Vietnam oil blocks

OVL has secured a 16-year 

contract extension.   
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
to go on first visit to Ukraine
New Delhi: Prime Minister Narendra Modi will visit 
Ukraine, the foreign ministry said on Monday. This is 

Modi’s first trip to the war-
torn country since its conflict 
with Russia started, and 
about a month after he met 
Russian president Vladimir 
Putin in Moscow. Details of 
the trip, the foreign ministry 
said,  will be shared at a later 
time. PTI

Spot high-risk taxpayers in 
GST scheme: CAG to FinMin
New Delhi: The Comptroller and Auditor General 

PTI

(CAG) has asked the finance ministry to identify high risk 
taxpayers in the GST composition scheme periodically 
and to verify from sources, including third parties, their 
declared value of sales to check tax evasion. High risk 
taxpayers were identified by audit from the data con-
tained in GST returns along with third party data sources 
such as IT returns, and ‘Vahan’ database. PTI

Nepal to export 1,000 MW 
electricity to India: Jaishankar
New Delhi: Nepal will export close to 1,000 megawatt 
of electricity to India, external affairs minister S. Jais-
hankar said on Monday after holding comprehensive 
talks with his Nepalese counterpart Arzu Rana Deuba. 

Jaishankar described Nepal’s 
decision to export the elec-
tricity to India as a “new mile-
stone”. In their talks, the two 
ministers also focused on 
boosting cooperation in areas 
of trade, connectivity and 
infrastructure. PTI

PTI

Thailand PM for building 
existing ties with India

Singapore: Thailand’s new prime minister Pae-
tongtarn Shinawatra on Monday thanked Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi for his greetings and said 
she looked forward to working closely with him to 
build upon the existing ties and explore untapped 
potentials to create even greater opportunities for 
the two countries. Shinawatra became Thailand’s 
youngest PM on Sunday. PTI

AFP

FM advises state-run banks to 
mobilize deposits 
New Delhi: Finance minister 
Nirmala Sitharaman told a meet-
ing on Monday state-run banks 
should conduct drives to raise 
deposits and implement meas-
ures to improve credit access for 
small businesses and individuals. 
It was attended by Vivek Joshi, 
secretary, department of financial services and Nagaraju, 
secretary-designate. GIREESH CHANDRA PRASAD

Govt to revisit broadcasting 
bill amid pushback
New Delhi: The Centre will revisit the Broadcasting 
Services (Regulation) Bill, as per Union minister Ashwini 
Vaishnaw, who emphasized government’s commitment 
to support the growing creator economy. He said the 
Centre will adopt a “flexible and open-minded” 
approach. GULVEEN AULAKH

PTI
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I
ndia’s commodities exports, 
including marine products, rice, 
gems & jewellery, and petroleum 
products, declined steadily 
between April and July 2024, with 

12 of the 30 major export items dipping 
further in July, according to the latest 
data from the ministry of commerce 
and industry.

During July, exports of commodities 
such as coffee (-0.98%), rice (-15.30%), 
cereals (-81.43%), cashews (-25.51%), oil 
seeds (-0.01%), marine products 
(-4.58%), ceramic products & glassware 
(-21.13%), gems & jewellery (-20.36%), 
organic & inorganic chemicals 
(-12.03%), cotton yarn & handloom 
products (-4.13%), jute (-14.30%) and 
petroleum products (-22.15%) declined 
in value terms from the year-ago 
period.

However, shipments of electronics 
(up 37.31%), engineering (3.66%) 
and pharmaceutical products 
(8.36%) rose annually during July, 
edging out traditional export ship-
ments of textiles, chemicals and 
jewellery, which may signal a shift 
in export trends.

Nine of the 30 major export 
items dipped in value terms annu-
ally during June, while 10 of them 
declined in May and 17 in April. 

During April-July, 12 major export 
items fell in value terms from the same 
period last year. 

These included rice (-4.29%), cereals 
(77.18%), cashew (-19.14%), oil meals 
(-16.48%), oil seeds (-8.61%), marine 
products (-7.20%), iron-ore (-15.47%), 
mica, coal & other ores (-1.09%), leather 

& leather products (-2.05%), ceramic 
products & glassware (-7.82%), gems & 
jewellery (-7.45%), and jute (-12.50%).

Exports of these top 30 commodities 
stood at $31.83 billion in July, down 

from $32.63 billion in July 2023, the 
commerce ministry data showed. 

During April-July, exports of the top 
30 commodities stood at $135.34 bil-
lion, up from $130.77 billion a year ago.

The merchandise trade deficit stood 
at $23.5 billion in July, wider than the 
$20.98 billion deficit recorded in the 
previous month and $19 billion in July 
2023.

A spokesperson for the commerce 
ministry did not respond to Mint’s 
emailed queries.

Experts attributed the slump to 
global economic weakness. “Despite 
growing exports, the second successive 
month of decline in goods exports (in 
July) and three-quarter-high goods 
trade deficit show that global demand 
is yet to pick up meaningfully amid 
tepid growth and geo-economic frag-
mentation,” said Manoranjan Sharma, 
chief economist at Infomerics Ratings.

“This process could negatively 
impact the macroeconomy and the 
domestic currency, and necessitates 
focused efforts to step up exports for 
economic growth and structural trans-
formation,” he added.

According to a Bank of Baroda analy-
sis, the trade deficit widened by about 
$10 billion during April-July from the 
same period of the previous year.

“India’s merchandise trade deficit 
was higher, as imports have risen at a 
sharper pace than exports (both on 

sequential and cumulative basis). 
The sequential increase (in 
imports) is attributable to non-oil 
and non-gold imports, signalling 
resilient domestic demand,” 
Dipanwita Mazumdar, an econo-
mist at the Bank of Baroda, said in 
the report. 

“Going forward, we expect some 
correction in the trade deficit as a 
revival in the export cycle cannot be 
ruled out. Easier monetary conditions 
are expected to boost demand condi-
tions globally,” Mazumdar added.

ONGOING DIP

EXPORTS of many 
traditional goods like 
rice and petroleum 
products fell in July 
2024

THE decline has 
been ongoing since 
April 2024 even amid 
an increase in the 
country’s imports 

EXPORT of 
electronics, 
engineering, and 
pharmaceutical 
products grew in July

SOME analysts 
expect the trade 
deficit to improve as 
global demand 
recovers

Experts attributed the dip in exports to 

global economic weakness. BLOOMBERG

Wider gap
Merchandise trade de�cit stood at $23.5 
billion in July, larger than the $20.98 
billion de�cit recorded in the previous 
month and $19 billion in July 2023.

Source: Ministry of 
commerce and industry

India’s merchandise trade in July 2024

(in $ billion)

Exports Imports

-1.5

Year-on-year change (in %)

7.5 23.7

33.98

57.48

-23.5

De�cit

SATISH KUMAR/MINT

Dhirendra Kumar

dhirendra.kumar@livemint.com

NEW DELHI

T
he Central Consumer 
Protection Authority 
(CCPA) has served noti-

ces on 45 coaching institutes 
for allegedly violating con-
sumer rights with misleading 
advertisements and unethical 
tactics. The notices have been 
reviewed by Mint.

Of these, 15 institutes have 
been penalized, with total fines 
amounting to ₹38.6 lakh.

These actions are part of the 
CCPA's broader initiative to 
protect consumers, including 
students, from deceptive prac-
tices that violate the Consumer 
Protection Act, 2019.

Mint first reported on the 
practice in November 2023.

CCPA chief commissioner 
and consumer affairs secretary 
Nidhi Khare highlighted the 
fact that most IAS coaching 
institutes do not disclose the 
specific courses that were 
taken by successful candidates.

In a large number of cases 
investigated by the CCPA, it 
was found that these institutes 
often provide online or offline 
interview guidance, sometimes 
for free, to aspirants who clear 
the all-important mains exam. 

The preliminary exam is the 

alty of ₹1 lakh; Maluka IAS, 
EduTap Learning Solutions, 
Yojana and Plutus IAS, and Sri-
ram’s IAS, each with ₹3 lakh; 
KSG- Khan Study Group IAS 
and Shankar IAS Academy with 
₹5 lakh; and BYJU’s IAS with 
₹10 lakh. Seekers Education 
was fined ₹50,000, and Sky-
way Career Hub ₹10,000.

Among the 45 coaching 
institutes that have been issued 
notices for misleading adver-
tisements include Vajirao & 
Reddy Institute, Vision IAS, 
Aakash Educational Services, 
Vajiram & Ravi, Narayan Medi-
cal Academy, IAS Baba, Allen 
Career Institute, Shubra Ran-
jan IAS, Abhimanu IAS, Anuj-
jindal, ALS IAS, Sriram’s IAS, 
Dhishti IAS, NEXT IAS, IIT 
Prashikshan, Pune, and 
StudyIQ IAS, among others.

Section 2(28)(iv) of the Con-
sumer Protection Act (CPA 
2019) addresses misleading 
advertisements that hide 
important information.

"While the penalties might 
seem small individually, the 
message is loud and clear: any 
entity engaging in malpractice 
will face significant consequen-
ces," said Ashim Sanyal, the 
chief operating officer and sec-
retary of Consumer VOICE.

For an extended version of the 
story, go to livemint.com.

CCPA cracks down on coaching centres

In the crosshairs
Fifteen IAS coaching institutes have been penalized 
for a total of ₹38.6 lakh. 

BYJU’s IAS

KSG - Khan Study Group IAS

Maluka IAS

EduTap Learning Solutions

Yojana and Plutus IAS

Sriram’s IAS

IQRA IAS

Chahal Academy

Seekers Education

Skyway Career Hub

Shankar IAS Academy

Rau’s IAS Study Circle

Analog IAS

APTI PLUS Academy

Unacademy

Penalty imposed on coaching institutes (in ₹ lakh)
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India’s GenAI startups 
look beyond ChatGPT

Industry-specific applications are easier to monetise for these firms

The approach aims to avoid direct competition with major AI players. REUTERS

MINT SHORTSm

India’s PC market grows 7.1% to 
3.39 million units in June quarter
New Delhi: Rising for the fourth straight quarter, India’s tradi-
tional PC market reported a 7.1% year-on-year growth in shipments 
to 3.39 million units in April-June this year, market research firm 
IDC said on Monday. According to the International Data Corpora-
tion (IDC) Worldwide Quarterly Personal Computing Device 
Tracker, HP led the PC market with 31.7% share. It was followed by 
Lenovo with 17.5%, Dell with 14.8%, Acer Group with 14.7% and 
Asus with 7.1%. PTI

Couche-Tard seeks to buy $31 bn 
owner of 7-Eleven stores

Circle K operator Alimentation Couche-Tard Inc. made a 
proposal to take over much larger rival and 7-Eleven owner 
Seven & i Holdings Co., in what would be the biggest foreign 
takeover of a Japanese company. A merger would create the 
world’s top operator of roughly 100,000 convenience stores. 
Valued at the equivalent of $31 billion before news of the offer 
emerged, Seven & i shares jumped 23% on Monday. The 
company said the bid was preliminary and non-binding, 
without disclosing terms. BLOOMBERG

TruAlt Bioenergy files preliminary 
documents for initial share sale
New Delhi: Leading biofuel producer TruAlt Bioenergy Ltd has 
filed preliminary papers with the Securities and Exchange Board 
of India (Sebi) to raise funds through an initial public offering (IPO). 
The IPO is a mix of fresh issuance of equity shares worth ₹750 crore 
and an offer for sale (OFS) of up to 3.6 million equity shares by pro-
moters, according to the draft red herring prospectus. The OFS 
consists of up to 1.8 million equity shares each by Dhraksayani San-
gamesh Nirani and Sangamesh Rudrappa Nirani. PTI

Smartworks Coworking Spaces 
reports ₹50 cr loss for FY24
New Delhi: Smartworks Coworking Spaces Ltd, one of the leading 
providers of managed office space to corporates, has reported a 
consolidated net loss of nearly ₹50 crore during the last fiscal year 
on higher expenses. Last week, Smartworks filed a draft red her-
ring prospectus with the capital markets regulator to raise funds 
through an initial public offering. PTI

REUTERS
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S
arvam and Adya.ai are two of 
India’s newest startups targeting 
the red-hot generative artificial 
intelligence market, but they are 
also among a new breed of ven-

tures looking beyond large language mod-
els like ChatGPT. The reason: industry-
specific applications are easier to monetise 
and help avoid competition with AI giants. 

For Sarvam, seeking to be a full-stack 
generative AI firm, the approach is two-
pronged. The startup, which raised $41 mil-
lion in its first funding round from VC  firms 
Lightspeed and Peak XV last year, is build-
ing vast large language models (LLMs) 
capable of understanding and processing 
human languages. It then uses these LLMs 
to build marketable products such as 
‘Agents’ that are trained on domain-spe-
cific datasets, gaining expertise in fields like 
healthcare, financial services and law.

“In healthcare, for instance, a generative 
AI assistant can offer neonatal advice to 
pregnant women at a cost of around ₹1—no 
physical doctor’s time can be this afforda-
ble,” Pratyush Kumar, cofounder of Sarvam 
and adjunct faculty at Indian Institute of 
Technology, Madras, told Mint last month. 
“Instead of taking clientele away from doc-
tors, in India, such domain-
specific AI models can make 
healthcare more accessible to 
a wide population base.”

The approach Sarvam, 
Adya.ai and some of their 
peers are taking marks a 
sobering change after an ini-
tial generative AI euphoria. 
Competing with Microsoft-owned 
OpenAI’s ChatGPT or Google’s Gemini will 
not only be expensive but tough. AI appli-
cations solving smaller problems offer a 
better chance at success.

“It’s important for startups to solve spe-
cific, targeted problems,” said Ankush Sab-
harwal, cofounder of CoRover, which has 

created BharatGPT. "Even within health-
care, the nature of services needed for 
metro markets is different from that in vil-
lages. Because of this, taking a domain-spe-
cific AI model approach is key—building 
‘India-focused’ models is also too large, and 
Big Tech is too big a competitor for this.”

Adya.ai, which raised $1.2 million in a 

pre-Series A funding round from the 
Indian Angel Network collective, is train-
ing its models to power ready-to-deploy AI 
assistants for e-commerce and retail com-
panies to serve as customer service agents, 
said Shayak Mazumder, chief executive 
officer at the startup. “This is only the first 
domain that we’re targeting, and we’ll 

expand to more in future.”
According to Kashyap Kompella, 

founder of tech consultancy RPA2AI, 
building domain-specific AI applications 
for enterprises “is the ideal sweet spot from 
development cost, market opportunity and 
monetization approaches.”

He cited a parallel with the IT sector 
where companies built expert-
ise in applications deployed on 
SAP and Salesforce. “Enter-
prise applications on such 
platforms are difficult to build, 
require experienced talent to 
be hired, and are long-term 
projects,” he said. “The story is 
somewhat similar for gen AI.”

This approach is helping early-stage 
generative AI startups earn revenue. CoR-
over, for instance, expects annual revenue 
to close in on $5 million by FY25. Both Sar-
vam and Adya.ai also have paying enter-
prise clients.

For an extended version of this story, go to 
livemint.com

Narrowing the Focus

Sarvam is using its 
LLMs to create 
domain-specific 
‘Agents’ trained on 
specific datasets

Adya.ai is training 
its models to power 
ready-to-deploy AI 
assistants for retail 
and e-commerce cos

AI applications 
solving smaller 
problems offer a 
better chance at 
success

₹9 crore a year earlier. After 
Morgan Stanley’s infusion, 
Manna’s revenue from opera-
tions surged nearly fivefold to 
₹204 crore in FY20. However, 
revenues and profits rose only 
moderately in the following 
years.

India has the fastest-grow-
ing health food market world-
wide, expected to grow at a 
compound annual rate of 20% 
over the next five years, 

according to a 
report by Aven-
dus in 2022. This 
is three times the 
global average, 
and 1.5 times that 
of India’s overall 
packaged food 
and beverage 
m a r k e t ,  t h e 
report said.

Avendus projected in 2022 
that the health food market 
would grow to $30 billion in 
the next five years.

The industry has seen sig-
nificant consolidation in 
recent years. Soulfull, one of 
Manna’s competitors, was 
acquired by Tata Consumer 
Products in February 2021. 
ITC acquired another compet-
itor, Yogabar, in February 
2023. It also competes with ID 
Fresh Foods.

Priyamvada C.

priyamvada.c@livemint.com

BENGALURU

M
organ Stanley’s pri-
vate equity (PE) arm 
has been looking to 

sell all or part of its stake in 
Manna Foods as the business 
has struggled to grow sustain-
ably and increase profits in 
recent years, three people 
familiar with the matter told 
Mint. “The discussions are still 
ongoing and no concrete deci-
sion has been made yet,” one 
of these people said.

Morgan Stanley and Manna 
Foods did not respond to 
Mint’s queries. The news 
comes amid growing consoli-
dation in India’s rapidly grow-
ing health food industry, and 
about six years after the PE 
firm invested about ₹152 crore 
in Manna’s parent company, 
Southern Health Foods. The 
proceeds were used to fund 
the company’s expansion in 
south India and to provide a 
partial exit to some of its earli-
est investors, 
Morgan Stanley 
said in January 
2018.

“Over the past 
year, the private 
equity firm has 
held talks with 
several strategic 
investors, includ-
ing FMCG giants 
to offload its stake in the com-
pany,” said a second person 
cited above. “Manna has intro-
duced several offerings and 
diversified into too many cate-
gories in recent years, which 
has made the business model 
very fragmented. It has not 
panned out as expected,” this 
person added.

Manna’s revenue from 
operations rose 11% to ₹414 
crore in FY23 while its profit 
narrowed to ₹4.4 crore from 

Morgan Stanley in 
talks to exit Manna 
Foods investment

Morgan Stanley invested about 

₹152 crore in Manna’s parent 

some six years ago. BLOOMBERG

The news 
comes amid 

growing 
consolidation in 

India’s rapidly 
growing health 
food industry
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S&P BSE Sensex
CLOSE

80,424.68
PREVIOUS CLOSE

80,436.84
HIGH

80,724.40

PERCENT CHANGE

-0.02
OPEN

80,680.25
LOW

80,332.65

Nifty 50
CLOSE

24,572.65
PREVIOUS CLOSE

24,541.15
HIGH

24,638.80

PERCENT CHANGE

0.13
OPEN

24,636.35
LOW

24,522.95

Nifty 500
CLOSE

23,139.75
PREVIOUS CLOSE

23,056.50
HIGH

23,195.60

PERCENT CHANGE

0.36
OPEN

23,174.20
LOW

23,104.10

Nifty Next 50
CLOSE

73,370.75
PREVIOUS CLOSE

72,943.20
HIGH

73,664.35

PERCENT CHANGE

0.59
OPEN

73,446.45
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73,249.85

Nifty 100
CLOSE

25,638.20
PREVIOUS CLOSE

25,578.50
HIGH

25,701.40

PERCENT CHANGE

0.23
OPEN

25,699.95
LOW

25,604.45

S&P BSE Mid-cap
CLOSE

47,645.49
PREVIOUS CLOSE

47,393.93
HIGH

47,807.63

PERCENT CHANGE

0.53
OPEN

47,666.17
LOW

47,502.87

S&P BSE Small Cap
CLOSE

54,573.48
PREVIOUS CLOSE

53,857.09
HIGH

54,616.19

PERCENT CHANGE

1.33
OPEN

54,210.86
LOW

54,208.58
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As tech stocks rebound, high 
hedging costs indicate caution
The recent rebound in US tech stocks isn’t convincing 
options traders just yet.  While the shares have led market 
gains since a meltdown earlier this month, the cost of 
contracts hedging against volatility in the largest 
exchange-traded fund tracking the Nasdaq 100 Index 
remains high relative to contracts on the SPDR S&P 500 
ETF Trust.  Since the end of last year, tech stocks had 
mostly gone up, pushing the broader S&P 500 Index to 
one record after the next on optimism advances in artifi-
cial intelligence would revolutionize the world while 
earnings would keep growing. Then concerns hit that 
they went too far in an environment of high interest rates 
and weaker economic data. The 500-member tumbled 
8.5% between its July high and low in early August. While 
the S&P 500 has since recovered three-quarters of its 
slide, traders remain wary, with the earnings season still 
underway. BLOOMBERG

Gold pauses after hitting 
record highs above $2,500
Gold edged down on Monday after powering to an all-
time high above the important $2,500 per ounce level in 
the last session on strong safe-haven demand and expec-
tations of an imminent US rate cut as investors seek more 
cues on the quantum of cuts. Spot gold was down 0.5% at 
$2,494.59 per ounce as of 1209 GMT, about $15 shy of the 
record high of $2,509.65 hit on Friday. US gold futures 
edged 0.2% lower to $2,532.70. “Despite gold having hit 
a new record high, we expect prices to move even higher 
over the coming months, with prices expected to reach 
$2,600/oz by the end of the year,” UBS analyst Giovanni 
Staunovo said. “All eyes will be on the speech of Powell 
at Jackson Hole on Friday and any indication of an immi-
nent rate cut,” Staunovo said adding that he expects Pow-
ell to open the door for a rate cut, although more for a 25 
basis points (bps) cut than a 50 bps cut. The market will 
also scan minutes of the Fed’s July policy meeting on 
Wednesday. Last week, strong US retail sales print and 
lower-than-expected unemployment claims, along with 
mild inflation data, restored confidence in the world’s 
largest economy. REUTERS

Spot gold was down 0.5% at $2,494.59 per ounce as of 

1209 GMT, about $15 shy of the record high. REUTERS

slows due to the monsoon, hurting 
demand and prices.

At an all-India level, the average 
cement price fell around 3% month-on-
month in July to a five-year low of ₹313 
per bag, according to IIFL Securities 
Ltd. One cement bag weighs 50 kilo-
grams. Cement prices have fallen fur-

perfectly to market pricing,” 
Chris Weston, head of research 
at Pepperstone, said.

An index of emerging market 

stocks gained 0.7% after rising 
nearly 3% in the previous week.

A number of emerging market 
central banks will also meet this 

Reuters
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E
merging market currencies 
gained against a softer dol-
lar on Monday, lifting 

MSCI’s index tracking them to a 
record high on growing hopes of 
stable economic growth and 
looser monetary policy in the US.

The dollar weakened 0.3% 
against a basket of currencies, 
lifting MSCI’s international 
emerging market currency 
index 0.6% to a record high at 
the start of a week packed with 
central bank events.

Asian currencies led gains, 
notably the Korean won, Malay-
sian ringgit and Thai baht. The 

baht and Thai stocks were also 
lifted by better-than-expected 
gross domestic product data.

Emerging market assets 
looked set to build on gains from 
the previous week as data point-
ing to US economic growth 
soothed worries about slowing 
global demand.

Focus will now be on US Fed 
chair Jerome Powell’s Friday 
speech in Jackson Hole, where 
investors anticipate he will 
acknowledge the case for easing 
borrowing costs.

“Unless we hear Powell hint 
that the Fed are not ready to 
ease, or that the tone is skewed 
towards a 50 bps cut, then what 
we hear should marry almost 

week, with interest rate deci-
sions expected in Indonesia, 
Thailand, South Korea and Tur-
key. Chinese policymakers are 
also seen keeping key loan prime 
rates unchanged on Tuesday.

South Africa’s rand built on a 
nine-day winning streak, and 
was up 0.4% ahead of inflation 
data due on Wednesday.

The country’s main stock 
index continued to cruise at 
record highs and was up 0.9%, 
led by a nearly 5% rise in shares 
of lender Absa Group after the 
company reported results.

The Russian rouble steadied 
against the dollar, edging 0.1% 
higher, but still remains down 
more than 4% since Ukraine 

launched its ongoing attack in 
the Kursk region.

Currencies in central Europe 
were mixed against the euro as it 
rose against the dollar. The euro 
rose 0.2% versus the Polish zloty 
and was flat against the Czech 
crown .

Israel’s shekel weakened 1.4% 
against the dollar after four 
straight sessions of gains, after 
data on Sunday showed the 
economy grew 1.2% in the sec-
ond quarter of 2024, less than 
the 4.4% forecast in a Reuters 
poll. Polish stocks slipped 0.1%, 
after the main index notched its 
best week in four years on Fri-
day. Local markets in Hungary 
were closed for a holiday.

MSCI EM currency index hits all-time high as dollar weakens

The dollar weakened 0.3% against a basket of currencies, lifting 

MSCI’s international emerging market currency index 0.6%. REUTERS

able energy or water manage-
ment—meaning the proposed 
changes will allow issuers to 
seek debt for a broader range of 
activities, Sebi said in its docu-
ment. The regulator will con-
tinue its consultation to 6 Sep-
tember.

If the consultation results in 
a change to the current frame-
work, Sebi will be able to regu-
late onshore bonds. Some 
major Indian companies, 
including units of Adani group, 
have begun issuing sustainabil-
ity-linked and social bonds in 
foreign currency either via pri-
vate placement or listings else-
where.

A stronger market in India 
for ESG debt would support 
Prime Minister Narendra 
Modi’s wider focus on green 
growth. It would also help 
counteract a slowdown in Chi-
nese issuances that’s weighing 
on the global market. 

The overall volume of ESG-
labelled bonds fell about a third 
in the second quarter com-
pared to the same period a year 
ago, Sustainable Fitch said last 
month.

Bloomberg
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M
arket regulator the 
Securities  and 
Exchange Board of 

India (Sebi) intends to expand 
the scope of its sustainable 
finance framework to include 
more products, a potential 
boost to ESG-labelled instru-
ments in Asia.

Sebi will consult on intro-
ducing social bonds, along with 
sustainable and sustainability-
linked bonds, to the current 
suite of environmental, social 
and governance debt.

Plans also include adding eli-
gible asset-backed securities 
and a requirement for inde-
pendent external reviews of all 
ESG debt, according to a con-
sultation paper released Friday.

“The proposal is a positive 
move for the market,” said 
Xuan Sheng Ou Yong, sustain-
able fixed income lead for Asia 
Pacific at BNP Paribas Asset 
Management in Singapore. “It 
means we may have different 
opportunities to direct fixed 
income capital towards new 
issuers and their projects, 
beyond green bonds.” 

India’s issuance of ESG debt 
this year has touched $15.6 bil-
lion, surpassing a previous 
annual record in 2021, accord-
ing to data compiled by Bloom-
berg Intelligence. However, the 
volume remains lower than 
other key markets in Asia, 
including China and Japan. 

An existing regulatory 
framework covers products 
that raise proceeds for use only 
in relation to environmental 
sustainability—such as renew-

Sebi aims to expand 
scope of ESG debt 

India’s ESG debt issuance this 

year has touched $15.6 bn. HT

The guidelines are based on 
the 21 March omnibus frame-
work for recognizing SROs for 
regulated entities prescribing 
the broad objectives, functions, 

eligibility criteria, governance 
standards, membership criteria 
and other terms and conditions 
to be followed by the SROs.

As per the guidelines, the 

Anshika Kayastha

anshika.kayastha@livemint.com
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T
he Reserve Bank of India 
(RBI) on Monday issued 
the framework for self-

regulatory organizations 
(SROs) in financial markets, 
inviting applications from enti-
ties which meet the eligibility 
criteria including a minimum 
net worth of ₹10 crore.

The framework has been 
issued keeping in view SROs’ 
role in “strengthening compli-
ance culture among their 
members and also providing a 
consultative platform for policy 
making”, the central bank said 

in a statement. “With the 
growth of the Regulated Enti-
ties (REs), in terms of number 
as well as scale of operations, 
increase in adoption of innova-
tive technologies and 
enhanced customer outreach, 
a need is felt to develop better 
industry standards for self-reg-
ulation.”

Financial markets refer to 
interest rate markets that 
encompass government secu-
rities; money markets includ-
ing the market for repo in gov-
ernment securities and corpo-
rate bonds; foreign exchange 
markets; and derivatives on 
interest rates/prices, forex rates 
and credit.

SRO for financial markets will 
need to be set up as a not-for-
profit company, must have a 
minimum net worth of ₹10 
crore, and should have the abil-
ity to create infrastructure that 
enables it to discharge respon-
sibilities of an SRO on a contin-
uing basis. The shareholding of 
the SRO should be sufficiently 
diversified, with no entity 
allowed to hold 10% or more of 
the paid-up share capital, 
either singly or acting in con-
cert.

The SRO will be responsible 
for framing necessary best 
practices, standards and codes 
within the regulatory frame-
work for voluntary adoption by 

its members. This compliance 
culture, established through 
high levels of internal govern-
ance, can help reduce the com-
pliance burden on market par-
ticipants and promote an eco-
system conducive to the 
development of the financial 
markets, the RBI said.

The SRO’s role will include 
promoting a culture of compli-
ance among its members by 
encouraging progressive prac-
tices and conventions and shar-
ing best practices, with special 
attention on extending gui-
dance and support, particularly 
to smaller entities.

For an extended version of 
this story, go to livemint.com.

RBI sets ₹10 cr minimum net worth for financial market SROs

As per the RBI guidelines, the SRO for financial markets will need 

to be set up as a not-for-profit company. MINT

Franklin is returning to 
India’s debt market with a 
fund offer for the first time 
since April 2020, when it sur-
prisingly shut six funds, mak-
ing it the biggest-ever forced 
closure in the country. 

Bloomberg
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F
ranklin Templeton Asset 
Management India Pvt. 
will introduce its first 

India debt fund after it wound 
up ₹25,215 crore ($3 billion) of 
such plans more than four 
years ago. 

The new fund offer of 
Franklin India Ultra Short 
Duration Fund opens on 19 
August and will close on 28 
August, the asset manager said 
in a release Friday. It will be 
managed by Rahul Goswami, 
chief investment officer and 
managing director for India 
fixed income at Franklin Tem-
pleton, and portfolio manager 
Pallab Roy. 

Franklin to launch 
first India debt fund

The launch comes as India’s 

credit markets strengthen. MINT

pany at 4% discount to the last 
close price on NSE,” the term 
sheet said. Global investment 
banks Morgan Stanley and 
Goldman Sachs are managing 
the share sale.

With the food-delivery com-
pany reporting a remarkable 
net profit of ₹253 crore in the 
June quarter, up from ₹2 crore 

ther in August in southern markets—by 
₹10-15 a bag—while prices are steady in 
other markets, said the IIFL report 
dated 9 August. After hitting a multi-
month high in October 2023, cement 
prices have been sliding. Attempts to 
hike prices in April 2024 failed and had 
to be rolled back amid muted demand.

Harsha Jethmalani

harsha.j@htlive.com

T
he June quarter is usually 
strong for the cement sector. 
Demand tends to get a boost 
from home building and 
infrastructure projects. But 

this time around, hopes were low. 
Cement sales were hurt by heatwaves 
and the elections kept the government’s 
construction activities muted. The 
ongoing fight for market share among 
top cement makers also kept prices 
under pressure. Consequently, the June 
quarter (Q1FY25) was a washout for 
cement firms, with subdued realisations 
and tepid volume growth.

On an aggregate basis, volumes of 11 
major cement firms rose a mere 4% 
year-on-year (y-o-y) and fell 8% sequen-
tially in Q1, said Nuvama Research. Real-
isations dipped by around 2.5% sequen-
tially and 5.5% y-o-y in Q1FY25, added 
the report dated 12 August. After a poor 
start to FY25, the sector’s path is 
unlikely to be smooth. Management 
commentaries of large listed cement 
companies point to weakness in near-
term demand and a delayed revival in 
prices. Moreover, Q2 is seasonally weak 
for the sector as construction activity 

As things stand, the demand-supply 
mismatch could cause the sector’s reali-
sations to fall further sequentially in 
Q2FY25. The impact may be accentu-
ated for companies that have exposure 
to east and south India, where prices 
have fallen more than in other regions. 
Shree Cement Ltd, which has meaning-
ful exposure to the east and north India 
markets, said in its Q1FY25 
earnings call that rates were 
likely to stay weak in Q2.

With a spate of acquisi-
tions and organic capacity 
additions by large cement 
makers, the pace of consoli-
dation has accelerated. In 
the most recent notable 
deal, Aditya Birla-led Ultra-
Tech Cement Ltd acquired a 
majority stake in south-fo-
cused The India Cements 
Ltd. Competitor Ambuja 
Cements also has completed 
acquisition of Penna Cement Industries.

Management commentaries of vari-
ous companies suggest that previously 
announced capacity expansions are 
progressing well and are expected to 
begin operations on schedule. Shree 
Cement, UltraTech and Dalmia Bharat 
were among the firms that commis-

sioned new capacities in Q1. In short, the 
race for market share means price hikes 
are unlikely for now. This does not bode 
well for the sector’s near-term earnings 
outlook. To be sure, the second half of 
FY25 could be better than the first, 
driven by pent-up demand, especially 
from infrastructure projects and the 
sanction of additional houses under the 

Pradhan Mantri Awas 
Yojana. But that hasn’t 
staved off earnings down-
grades.

Analysts at Motilal Oswal 
Financial Services have 
trimmed FY25 Ebitda esti-
mates for ACC, Ambuja, JK 
Lakshmi Cement, Shree 
Cement, The Ramco 
Cement Ltd and UltraTech 
by 6-12% due to Q1 under-
performance. Amid the 
gloom, a bright spot is the 
easing cost of key fuels 

petroleum coke and coal. Stable input 
costs could provide some cushion to the 
sector’s profitability. Cement makers 
are also raising their reliance on alterna-
tive fuels and green energy to save on 
operating costs. But for now, these fac-
tors are overshadowed by weak pricing 
trends, making valuations unattractive. 

Cement cos stare at earnings pain

Source: Industry, IIFL Research

Data for Q2FY25 is until 9 August

In correction mode

Cement prices across India remain 
on a weak footing hurt by subdued 
demand and elevated competition

Sequential change (in %) (right-hand scale)

Average cement price in Q2FY25 (in �/50-kg bag)
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ALL-India cement 
prices fell 3% month-
on- month in July to 
a five-year low of 
₹313 per bag

DEMAND-supply 
mismatch could 
adversely impact 
realisations in 
Q2FY25Volumes of 11 major cement firms rose 

4% y-o-y in the June quarter. REUTERS
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Sneha Shah, Mayur Bhalerao, 

Anubhav Mukherjee
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A
ntfin Singapore Hold-
ings is looking to sell a 
1.54% stake in Zomato 

in a block deal valued at $408 
million, deal terms reviewed by 
Mint show. The shares will be 
sold at a floor price of ₹251.68 
per share, the terms showed.

Antfin, part of China’s Ali-
baba Group, has been paring its 
stake in the food-delivery plat-
form and currently holds a 4.3% 
stake, data available on stock 
exchanges showed. The share 
sale will be at a discount of 4% 
to Monday’s closing price of 
₹262.17 on the NSE, it showed.

“Antfin will sell 136 million 
shares (1.54% of the total out-
standing shares) of the com-

a year ago, the stock has grown 
manifold. As per Mint analysis, 
while the Nifty 50 has seen a 
13% gain so far this year, 
Zomato's stock has surged 
110.6% year-to-date, outper-
forming the benchmark index 
by a significant margin.

The company’s 
growth was driven 
by increased gross 
order value across 
its food delivery, 
quick commerce, 
and going-out ver-
ticals, making the 
three months 
through June its 
fifth consecutive 
quarter of positive earnings. 
Higher other income, which 
rose to ₹236 crore from ₹181 
crore a year earlier, also contrib-
uted to this profitability, sup-
ported by Zomato's substantial 

cash reserves of over ₹12,000 
crore, Mint reported last week.

The company's revenue 
surged 74% year-on-year in the 
June quarter, reaching ₹4,206 
crore compared to ₹2,416 crore 
last year. Zomato's earnings 
before interest, tax, deprecia-

tion, and amortisa-
tion (Ebitda) also 
turned positive, 
standing at ₹177 
crore, up from an 
Ebitda loss of ₹48 
crore in the same 
period last year. 
Ebitda margin was 
at 4.2%.

With the surge 
in share price, some of the com-
pany's investors such as Alipay, 
and SoftBank have been cash-
ing out with manifold gains.

For an extended version of 
this story, go to livemint.com

Antfin S’pore to part-sell Zomato stake

Antfin has 
been paring 

its stake in the 
food-delivery 
platform and 

currently holds a 
4.3% stake

The shares will be sold at afloor 

price of ₹251.68 per share. MINT
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A
udit regulator National 
Financial Reporting 
Authority (NFRA) on 
Monday imposed a 
hefty penalty of ₹10 

crore, one of the highest in the his-
tory of the regulator, on BSR & Asso-
ciates LLP, an independent audit 
firm which has a contractual rela-
tionship with KPMG, for alleged 
lapses in the audit of Coffee Day 
Enterprises Ltd or CDEL, the com-
pany that runs coffee chain CCD. 

The audit watchdog also debarred 
two of BSR’s partners—one for 10 
years and the other for five years. 

“The auditors did not report 
(allegedly) fraudulent diversion of 
funds despite having enough evi-
dence that public money was moved 
to a promoters’ entity which had no 
business connection with the listed 
company,” the NFRA order said.

The audit firm said it was review-
ing the regulatory order. “BSR & 

Associates is disappointed with this 
order for the CDEL audit for the year 
ended 31 March 2019. The firm is 
currently assessing next steps and 
cannot comment further at this 
stage. BSR remains committed to the 
highest standards of professional-
ism, quality and integrity,” the audit 
firm said in response to queries 

emailed by Mint. 
Queries emailed to Coffee Day 

Enterprises on Monday evening 
seeking comments for the story 
remained unanswered at the time of 
publishing.

The regulator alleged that the 
auditors put on “their blinkers and 
when asked to explain, sought ref-

BSR slapped with a ₹10 cr fine
Audit regulator NFRA has imposed the fine on BSR & Associates for lapses in auditing Coffee Day Enterprises 

NFRA has debarred two of BSR’s partners also in the matter. MINT

Shalini Warrier, retail business head, Federal Bank Ltd.   
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A
nil Dhirubhai Ambani 
Ventures Pvt. Ltd 
(ADAVL) has filed a 

fresh interlocutory application 
in the National Company Law 
Tribunal (NCLT) seeking the 
court’s intervention to direct 
Hinduja Group-owned Indus-
Ind International Holdings Ltd 
(IIHL) to stop using the brand 
‘Reliance’ once the resolution 
plan is implemented.

In February, the NCLT had 
approved IIHL’s takeover of the 

insolvent Reliance Capital 
(RCap). As per the order, while 
approving the resolution plan 
the NCLT had allowed IIHL, 
the successful resolution appli-
cant, to use the brand, logo, 
name and trademark owned, 
licensed or sub-licensed by 
RCap, subject to the payment of 
fees under the existing agree-
ments, and subject to the terms 
and conditions set in those 
agreements for three years for 
the purpose of the implementa-
tion of the resolution plan.

In its petition, ADAVL prayed 
for the recall of this part of the 
tribunal’s order, a copy of which 

was seen by Mint. The Mumbai 
bench of the NCLT will hear the 
matter on Tuesday.

“Grave and irreparable 
harm, loss and 
injury will be 
caused to the 
a p p l i c a n t 
(ADAVL) if the 
reliefs sought in 
the application 
are not granted by 
NCLT. However, 
no prejudice will 
be caused to IIHL 
or Reliance Capital. The bal-
ance of convenience weighs in 
favour of the applicant,” the 

18-page petition showed.
In 2014, ADAVL and RCap 

had entered into a brand licens-
ing agreement under which the 

f o r m e r  h a d 
granted RCap a 
non-exclusive, 
r o y a l t y - f r e e 
licence to use the 
brand ‘Reliance’ 
for 10 years. In 
J u n e  2 0 2 1 , 
ADAVL ended the 
a g r e e m e n t 
between the par-

ties, restricting the brand's use.
In its application, ADAVL 

has petitioned that the brand 

agreement does not create any 
interest in the brand in favour 
of RCap, but only allows per-
missive use thereof. Given this 
position, the brand is not an 
"asset" of RCap within the 
meaning of the term as used in 
Section 18 of the Insolvency 
and Bankruptcy Code, and 
ADAVL has requested the ces-
sation of brand usage by IIHL 
immediately after implementa-
tion of the resolution plan.

Moreover, the application 
states the company was not 
heard while allowing IIHL to 
use the brand for three years, as 
it was not a party to the resolu-

tion plan.
Currently, IIHL and the len-

ders to bankrupt RCap are at 
loggerheads over the imple-
mentation of the resolution 
plan. At its last hearing, IIHL 
informed the tribunal it has 
deposited the equity compo-
nent of ₹2,750 crore in the com-
mittee of creditors-designated 
escrow account. The NCLT has 
directed the Reserve Bank of 
India and the Department for 
Promotion of Industry and 
Internal Trade to expedite the 
approval for the applications 
made by IIHL for implementa-
tion of the resolution plan.

RCap rescue: Anil Ambani firm moves to stop use of ‘Reliance’ name

ADAVL is looking 
to stop IIHL 

from using the 
brand ‘Reliance’ 

once the 
resolution plan is 

implemented

her interview with Paul Allen 
and Avril Hong. Federal Bank’s 
most senior female executive, 
Warrier added that lending 
could also be hampered by a 
draft RBI proposal that would 
require banks to hold more liq-
uid assets to cover retail depos-
its from internet and mobile 
banking. 

“What would potentially 
happen is the cost of deposits 
would go up for banks,” she 
said, and banks will “transfer 
that in some form and fashion 
to the cost of lending so that 

margins are 
retained”. 

Federal Bank’s 
deposit growth 
roughly matched 
credit growth for 
the year ended 30 
June, according to 
its latest earnings 
presentation, with 
both up 20% year-

on-year and 5.4% quarter-on-
quarter.  “Our objective has 
been to go into those places 
where industry is flourishing, 
particularly around what we 
call the ‘Made in India’ ethos 
and philosophy of small and 
medium enterprises,” Warrier 
said.

The bank also used its digital 
platform and partnerships with 
fintech companies to reach 
more customers, she said.

Bloomberg
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D
eposit growth is the 
Indian banking sector’s 
biggest challenge as 

customers choose from an 
increasingly diverse range of 
investment alternatives, 
according to Shalini Warrier, 
retail business head at Federal 
Bank Ltd. 

“There is no silver bullet for 
this,” Warrier said on Bloom-
berg TV Monday. When “fixed 
deposit rates don’t go up as 
much as custom-
ers would like 
them, they look 
for alternatives.” 

Deposit growth 
has lagged strong 
demand for credit 
in India for sev-
eral quarters now, 
prompting top 
officials to weigh 
in. Finance minister Nirmala 
Sitharaman and Shaktikanta 
Das, governor at Reserve Bank 
of India, have urged banks to 
innovate to boost deposits as 
household savings shift to 
investment products. 

Failure to boost deposits 
means loan growth may need 
to be “tempered down”, and 
“corporates will have to look for 
other alternative opportunities 
to raise funds,” Warrier said in 

Federal Bank says 
deposit growth top 
issue for lenders

When fixed 
deposit rates 

don’t rise as much 
as customers 

would like them, 
they look for 
alternatives

uge in the provision of standard on 
auditing 600, relying on the work of 
auditors of the subsidiaries, while 
CDEL’s investments in these subsid-
iaries constituted a staggering figure 
of ₹1,937 crore constituting 89% of 
the standalone balance sheet.” 

The audit watchdog pointed out 
the exposure to promoter entities 
was a significant and impor-
tant area of audit. 

“Providing of loans by 
the listed company to a 
related party in the 
garb of an advance for 
purchases, the amount 
itself being over five 
times the value of pur-
chases, was not questioned 
by the auditor for its business 
rationale,” the regulatory order said. 

NFRA also imposed a penalty of 
₹50 lakh on one of the partners and 
₹25 lakh on the other for alleged 
substantial deficiencies in audit, 
abdication of responsibility and the 
issuance of a false and misleading 
audit report. 

The way to the regulator’s 

review of the audit was paved by a 
Securities and Exchange Board of 
India (Sebi) investigation report 
on alleged diversion of funds 
worth ₹3,535 crore from seven 
subsidiary companies of Coffee 
Day Enterprises to Mysore Amal-
gamated Coffee Estate Ltd, an 
entity owned and controlled by 

the promoters of CDEL, a 
listed company, NFRA 

said in the order. 
There is a contrac-

tual arrangement 
between KPMG and 
BSR to share certain 

methodology, tools, 
software and training, 

but BSR is a very independ-
ent audit firm, Mint had 

reported on 9 January 2023. 
NFRA is making efforts to 

improve the quality of statutory 
audits of companies by investiga-
tions, inspections and quality review 
reports of the audits done. Since 
2018, the audit watchdog has issued 
over 80 orders debarring erring 
auditors.

10 yrs
Time for which one 

BSR Associates 

partner is debarred
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Mukta Arts and Mukta A2 Cine-
mas. “However, re-releases are 
planned in a way where only 
select screens and theatres are 
targeted for maximum impact.”

Many of these films may not 

released extremely wide in far 
too many screens because of 
budget or scale considerations, 
which impacts earnings as they 
get lost in a crowd,” explained 
Rahul Puri, managing director, 

Companies tie up transport, 
timings to keep women safe

Firms turn to hotel stays for women, SOS buttons and CCTV in transport vehicles for safer work

the country, with more than 
60% of LPG being imported.

LPG is a new area of discus-
sions between India and Equi-
nor, with the two already 
speaking on multiple issues 
such as the company’s partici-
pation in India’s strategic 
petroleum reserves (SPR), and 
long-term deals for supply of 
liquified natural gas (LNG) 
from Equinor’s extensive port-
folio in the US and Qatar as 
reported by Mint earlier.

Queries emailed to the 
spokespersons of Indian Oil 
Corp, Hindustan Petroleum 
Corporation Ltd, Bharat Petro-
leum Corporation Ltd and 
India’s ministry of petroleum 
and natural gas on Sunday 
evening remained unan-
swered.

An Equinor spokesperson in 
an emailed response said, 
“Equinor’s policy is to not com-
ment on rumors and market 
speculations.”

India’s new LPG playbook is 
on the lines of what it has been 
trying to do on the crude oil 
sourcing front. Apart from its 
major oil suppliers such as Iraq, 
Russia, Saudi Arabia, the UAE 
and US, India has been trying to 
diversify its oil supplies by pro-

FROM PAGE 1 with the Pradhan Mantri 
Ujjwala Yojana (PMUY) scheme 
in 2016, which called for the 
distribution of 50 million LPG 
stoves and connections to 
women below the poverty level 
for families,” the International 
Energy Agency (IEA) said in its 
report titled ‘Indian Oil Market 
—Outlook to 2030’.

 “These schemes, including 
the provision of stoves and sub-
sidies, have contributed to sub-
stantially higher LPG demand, 
which grew by a total of 51% 
(5.3% per year) between 2015 
and 2023. By 2021, 62% of 
Indian households used LPG as 
their primary cooking fuel,” the 
report said. 

Meanwhile, Equinor has also 
tied up with state run Oil and 
Natural Gas Corporation 
(ONGC) for carbon capture, 
utilization and storage (CCUS), 
offshore wind and green 
hydrogen. Further, Equinor-
backed Scatec ASA has formed 
an equal joint venture (JV) with 
India’s Acme Group for design-
ing, developing, building and 
operating a large green hydro-
gen and green ammonia 
project at the SEZ at Duqm in 
Oman, which will require an 
investment of around $6 billion 
to supply emission-free fuel to 
Europe and Asia.

India eyes LPG tie-up with Equinor 

LPG is a new area of discussions between India and Equinor.

environment by reducing 
inconsistencies in audit find-
ings, minimizing litigation, 
and streamlining the overall 
audit process. CBIC’s empha-
sis on standardized interpreta-
tion underscores its commit-
ment to fair business practices 
while ensuring robust GST 
compliance,” said Saurabh 
Agarwal, tax partner, EY.

On 13 August, Mint reported 
that after issuing a pre show 
cause notice to Infosys for 
₹32,400 crore over alleged tax 
dues for the five years ended 
FY22, the Directorate General 

be instances where the inves-
tigation is based on an inter-
pretation of the tax law or rule 
or an order, and may be 
headed towards proposing 
non-payment of tax but the 
taxpayer may be following a 
particular interpretation fol-
lowed in that industry. This 
results in more than one inter-
pretation and the likelihood of 
litigation, CBIC said.

In such cases, the senior field 
officer has to make a reference 
to the GST policy wing or the 
Tax Research Unit of CBIC. 
Efforts to make such reference 
before concluding the investi-
gations and “as much in 
advance as feasible of the earli-
est due date for issuing show 
cause notice, may be useful in 
promoting uniformity or 
avoiding litigation” if the refer-
ence also gets placed before the 
GST Council, the instruction 
said. CBIC also told officials 
that this procedure should be 
followed whenever such a sce-
nario comes up during a GST 
audit, including ongoing ones.

“This move aims to create a 
more predictable business 

FROM PAGE 1 of GST Intelligence (DGGI) is 
set to decide on its tax liability 
for each year separately, sig-
nalling protracted tax wrangle. 
Infosys is currently in the pro-
cess of filing its responses for 
the period after FY18.

After the flurry of tax notices 
to insurance companies raised 
an outcry, the GST Council on 
22 June clarified that co-insur-
ance premium apportioned by 
lead insurer to the co-insurer 
and ceding commission or 
re-insurance commission 
between insurer and the re-in-
surer are not taxable. The 
Council also then decided to 
regularize past cases on ‘as is 
where is basis,’ giving relief to 
the insurance industry.

“Tax issues and India go 
hand in hand,” Willie Walsh, 
director-general of the Inter-
national Air Transport Associa-
tion (Iata) said in June. “We are 
very concerned that some of 
the proposals would actually 
lead to airlines withdrawing 
from the market because (they 
would be exposed to) the com-
plexity of tax rules, the extent of 
taxes, and the risk of double 
taxation, which most air service 
agreements set out to avoid.”

CBIC asks staff to check before 
issuing notices in some cases

Infosys is currently in process 

of filing its responses for the 

period after FY18. ISTOCKPHOTO

from bribing foreign govern-
ment officials.

“As the Indian government 
has refused to process the let-
ters rogatory authorized by this 
Court, the sole means to com-
pel testimony from these wit-
nesses is through the Mutual 
Legal Assistance Treaty 
(MLAT) between the United 
States and India,” Coburn’s 
attorney, James P. Loonam, a 
partner at New York-head-
quartered law firm Jones Day, 
said in a submission. “Without 
question, evidence fundamen-
tal to a fair trial, in this case, is 
located in India.”

The filing, dated 15 July, was 
made in a court in New Jersey.

In early 2019, Cognizant 
agreed to pay $25 million to the 
US Securities and Exchange 
Commission to settle the brib-
ery charges.

However, the US Depart-
ment of Justice charged 
Coburn and former Cognizant 
chief legal officer Steven 
Schwartz with approving a 
$3.64 million payment to an 
Indian official in return for 
planning permits to speed up 
construction of Cognizant’s 
office campuses in Chennai 
and Pune in the three years to 
2015.

Both Coburn and Schwartz 
deny any wrongdoing. But the 
DoJ relied on thousands of doc-
uments shared by Cognizant 
and interviews with current 
and former company execu-
tives to establish that the two 
executives approved the illicit 
payments by its contractor, 
L&T, to Indian officials.

“[A]n adjournment until 
approximately February 2025 
would increase the likelihood 
that the jury will be able to eval-
uate the testimony of the wit-
nesses in India, subject them to 
cross-examination, and pre-
clude the potential for the 
admission of rank hearsay,” 

FROM PAGE 1

Cognizant scandal: US wants 
L&T chief, 4 others to depose

India’s ministry of home affairs had rejected the US State Dept’s 

letter of rogatory or formal request sent in March last year. MINT

curing from countries such as 
Colombia, Brazil, Libya, Gabon 
and Equatorial Guinea, taking 
the total number of crude oil 
suppliers to 39.

The market for 
LPG has grown 
with the popular-
ity of the Centre’s 
Pradhan Mantri 
Ujjwala Yojana 
(PMUY) scheme. 

India’s LPG 
market has grown 
significantly over 
the past few years. 
LPG consumption in FY24 rose 
3.7% year-on-year (y-o-y) to 
29.6 million tonne (mt) from 
28.5 mt in the previous fiscal, 
according to data from the 

Petroleum Planning & Analysis 
Cell. So far this fiscal, in the 
April-June period, India’s total 
LPG consumption stood at 
7.06 mt, 4.67% higher y-o-y. 

To meet this 
growing demand, 
India imported 
4.5 mt LPG in Q1 
FY25, which is 
around 17.7% 
higher than the 
3.7 mt imported in 
the same period of 
last fiscal. The 
imports helped 

meet 64% of the country’s LPG 
demand in the first quarter.

“The government of India 
has promoted the use of LPG as 
a clean cooking fuel starting 

LPG consumption 
in FY24 rose 3.7% 
year-on-year to 

29.6 million tonne 
from 28.5 million 

tonne in the 
previous fiscal

Priyamvada C & Devina Sengupta

MUMBAI

A
t a time unsafe workplaces 
for women have come 
under harsh scrutiny, com-
panies across sectors high-
lighted flexible timings, 

helplines, safe transport and hotel stays, 
among a series of measures to instil con-
fidence and deter harm.

The measures come in an environ-
ment where a big chunk of women have 
expressed their decision to move on in 
two years citing reasons such as the lack 
of an inclusive work culture and dispar-
ity in pay.

“We have many women working at 
our factories, in shifts, across India. They 
are picked up from and dropped at their 
home locations. During night shifts, 
women security guards are stationed at 
the premises, besides having active 
CCTV cameras at all locations,” said 
Supratik Bhattacharyya, chief talent 
officer at RPG Group. Raychem RPG, 
which offers engineering solutions and 
services, allows women employees to 
stay at a hotel closest to the airport in 
case she arrives late at her destination, 
irrespective of her travel entitlements.

Apart from the generic zero-toler-
ance policy on harassment, Tata Motors 
offers flexible shift timings for women 
and door-to-door transport equipped 
with female security personnel and 
audio-enabled CCTV. For women 
who work on the shop floor across 
shifts, there are mid-level managers 
in some locations who voluntarily 
rotate supervision until the last 
woman employee reaches home 
and reports back to the local leader-
ship team, said Tata Motors CHRO 
Sitaram Kandi.

E-commerce giant Amazon also has 
similar measures in place. The company 
offers commute services with desig-
nated pick-up and drop-off points, and 

encourages female employees to use 
company-provided safe transport that 
includes the accompaniment of a secu-
rity guard at night, said Liju Thomas, 
Amazon India's director of human 

resources. Thomas added that all vehi-
cles are equipped with live speed moni-
toring, SOS buttons, and real-time alerts.

Lack of safety for women employees 
has become the focal point for protests 

across the country after a Kolkata doctor 
was found raped and murdered in the 
Kolkata hospital where she worked.

At Indian companies, more harass-
ment cases are surfacing as a larger 

share of woman women register their 
grievances.

Only 81 out of the top 300 companies 
listed on NSE had reported complaints 
in FY23, showed a study by the Centre 

for Economic Data & Analysis (CEDA). 
In FY14, the year when the Prevention of 
Sexual Harassment (POSH) Act came 
into force, these 300 companies 
reported 161 cases. The number shot up 
to 767 in FY22, and 1,160 in FY23.

Quick commerce firms employing 
women delivery partners have added 
more security. Big Basket’s women 
delivery partners have guidelines on 
doorstep delivery, alignment of conve-
nient delivery slots and SOS facility for 
use in case of emergencies.

Food and grocery delivery company 
Swiggy said it has several safety proto-
cols to ensure the safety of women deliv-
ery staff. In the past, the company had 
instituted measures like ‘safe zones’ and 
capping delivery hours at 6 PM for 
female delivery partners. However, this 
cap became a challenge during peak 
delivery slots. 

Swiggy said it has now put in place 
several security processes including sit-
uational training and SOS-emergency 
support that connects the delivery per-
son to a helpline, local police or an 
ambulance as needed. Female and male 
delivery workers alike have the option to 
decline deliveries if they deem an area to 
be unsafe, with no questions or disin-
centives.

The safety metrics gain prominence 
at a time companies are working to 
improve their gender diversity and pre-

vent exits. As much as 47% of the 
24,000 women employees sur-
veyed by consulting firm Aon said 
that they are unsure or will leave 
their firms in two years, citing work-
place bias, absence of an inclusive 
work culture, pay disparity and lim-
ited career progression. The study 
—Aon’s 2024 Voice of Women—

was conducted between March and 
June this year.

priyamvada.c@livemint.com
For an extended version of this story, go 

to livemint.com

SAFETY FIRST

ONLY 81 out of the 
top 300 cos listed on 
NSE had reported 
complaints in FY23, 
showed CEDA study

IN FY14, the year 
when the POSH Act 
came into force, 
these 300 firms 
reported 161 cases

THE number of 
reported cases 
shot up to 767 in 
FY22, and 1,160 
in FY23

LACK of safety for 
women employees 
has become the 
focal point for 
Kolkata rape case

Coburn’s attorney Loonam 
told the court on 26 July.

Finally, last week, the judge 
presiding over the corruption 
case in a New Jersey court 
agreed to defer the start of the 
trial to March next year and 
asked the US government time 
to file its reply about the MLAT 
request before 25 November.

“Jury selection shall com-
mence on March 3, 2025,” said 
Judge Michael Farbiarz in his 
order dated 15 August. “Trial 
shall commence immediately 
following jury selection.”

While Cogni-
zant is headquar-
tered in Teaneck, 
New Jersey and 
has a global work-
force of more than 
336,300 employ-
ees, 245,500 of 
them were based 
in India as at the 
end of June. Ear-
lier this month, the company 
reported better-than-expected 
growth for the June quarter but 
signalled that the market for 
technology services remained 
challenging.

Coburn’s lawyer, L&T, and 
India’s ministry of home affairs 
did not reply to Mint’s emails.

Subrahmanyan rose through 
the ranks at L&T after joining 
the company’s engineering 
construction and contracts 

division in 1984 as an engineer. 
He was mentored by Naik and 
was appointed CEO and man-
aging director of L&T on 1 July 
2017, before taking over as 
chair on 1 October last year.

On 21 May 2018, Subrah-
manyan was “formally inter-
viewed” in Singapore by offi-
cials from the US Attorney’s 
Office and the Federal Bureau 
of Investigation.

Subrahmanyan, who headed 
L&T’s infrastructure business 
during the years when the 
company is alleged to have 

made the bribes, 
told the US offi-
cials that he “does 
not remember 
discussing the 
planning permit” 
and did not hear 
anything about a 
“request from a 
government offi-
cial for improper 

payment”, Mint wrote in its edi-
tion dated 7 August 2023.

Mint first wrote about L&T’s 
alleged role in facilitating the 
illicit payments in its 17 Febru-
ary 2019 edition. Subsequently, 
L&T’s board conducted an 
internal probe and concluded 
that the company did not have 
proof of any executive’s 
involvement in the alleged 
bribes to unnamed Indian offi-
cials.

The development 
comes barely a 

year after 
Subrahmanyan 

took over as chair 
and MD of L&T on 

1 October

Bloomberg
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A
dani Group said it has 
enough cash to cover 
more than 30 months of 

debt payments, in a move 
aimed at alleviating concerns 
about its liquidity risk as the 
Indian conglomerate contem-
plates fresh fundraising for its 
flagship unit.

The group said its cash bal-
ance accounted for 24.8% of 
gross debt as of the end of the 
first quarter of the fiscal year 
that began in April, up from 
17.7% a year earlier, according 
to its earnings release Monday.

The port-to-power con-
glomerate’s Ebitda, or earnings 
before interest, tax, deprecia-
tion and amortization, rose 33% 
to about ₹22,570 crore in the 
quarter ended 30 June. The 
stronger financial performance 
comes at a time when the con-
glomerate’s flagship firm Adani 
Enterprises Ltd is considering 
raising around ₹10,000 crore 
to ₹12,000 crore through a 
share sale, following the recent 
success by its energy transmis-
sion unit in raising $1 billion.

The completion of such 
financing and signs of 
improved cash flows would 
help Adani Group recover 
investor confidence after US 
short-seller Hindenburg 
Research accused it of wide-
spread fraud and corporate 
malfeasance in early 2023.

Adani touts 
cash pile 
to ease  
concerns

eventual product grow instead 
of acting as conflicting inter-
ests, because after watching 
and replaying the film at home, 
audiences are happy to get the 
chance to watch it in a theatre.”

Low ticket rates for re-re-
leases and no new releases dur-
ing the period have helped the 
movies in question, Chauhan 
added. 

Agreeing that the films were 
ahead of their time, Ruban 
Mathiavanan, managing 
director at GK Cinemas in 
Chennai, agreed that many of 
these are seen as cult classics 
now. “People have been wait-
ing to watch them on the big 
screen. OTT has only opened 
up the landscape further for 
content that way,” he said.

restricted to select premium 
properties and evening shows 
in top metros. Just like festivals 
showing retro hits of yesteryear 
stars like Dilip Kumar and Ami-

tabh Bachchan 
that have been 
organised over 
the past two years, 
Puri said it was 
common to see 
these films clock 
in houseful shows 
when screened in 
one show during 
the day.

“Platforms like OTT and tel-
evision or DVDs earlier, have 
helped improve involvement 
and engagement for films,” said 
independent exhibitor Vishek 
Chauhan. “They all help the 

have been lapped up by audi-
ences at large, but have man-
aged strong fan followings in 
their own way, especially 
among kids who may have 
been too young 
when they first 
released but have 
grown up on the 
film and its songs 
over the years. 
“Given the weak-
ness in the market 
where the past 
few weeks haven’t 
seen any suc-
cesses, this was an experiment 
to manage decent occupancies 
rather than have nobody com-
ing in at all,” Puri said.

To be sure, films like Laila 
Majnu and Rockstar were 

re-released earlier this month 
with collections of ₹2.65 crore, 
according to trade experts.

Then, Imtiaz Ali’s Rockstar, 
considered a semi-hit for its 
time, has also raked in about 
₹10 crore after returning to cin-
emas after 13 years this June.

Mohanlal’s Malayalam film 
Devadoothan, not considered a 
big hit when in 2000, has also 
earned more than ₹5 crore on 
re-release, which is higher than 
what many new films in the lan-
guage have earned.

Other than finding a new 
audience over the years on 
OTT (over the top or streaming) 
platforms, the films have bene-
fited from digital remastering 
and new sound, in many cases.

“Very often, new films are 

Lata Jha

lata.j@htlive.com
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O
ld is gold, but in this 
case, there’s a twist. A 
bunch of films that 

bombed at the box office when 
released some years ago, have 
found new audiences when 
re-released recently and even 
done better than new titles of 
the day. Experts said the 
acclaim these films earned on 
streaming platforms was partly 
responsible for this run.

For instance, Laila Majnu, a 
romantic drama that had 
earned a paltry ₹2.2 crore when 
released in 2018, classifying it 
as a box office disaster, has 
crossed that figure when it was 

Old box office underperformers find new audiences upon re-release

Imtiaz Ali’s Rockstar has also found significant draw after returning 

to cinemas after 13 years this June, raking in about ₹10 crore.

Other than 
finding a new 
audience on 

OTTs, the films 
have benefited 

from digital 
remastering

Source: Company statements

STEPPING UP
Many large companies 

have put in place 
systems and processes 

to ensure women 
workers do not have to 

worry about safety.

Pick-up/drop 
facilities

Flexible shift 
timings

Can decline 
deliveries in 

areas that seem 
unsafe

Arranges in-house 
accomodation for 

nurses to stay

Provides pick up & 
drop services with 
accompaniment of 

security guard

Set up more resting 
areas and 

washrooms nearby in 
some locations

SATISH KUMAR/MINT

Adani Group’s Ebitda rose 33% 

to about ₹22,570 crore in Q1. AFP
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Your car’s AC and tyres need 
climate upgrade. Here's why

The auto sector is adapting air conditioning and tyres to handle more extreme weather..

Extreme weather is affecting rubber production, leading to issues with both the 

quantity and quality of the raw material required for manufacturing tyres. MINT

Varuni Khosla

varuni.k@livemint.com
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I
ndia’s online gaming sector 
is navigating uncertain 
waters as it grapples with a 

higher 28% tax and state bans 
on skill-based games, sparking 
concerns about its future. Addi-
tionally, short-term funding 
has started to dry up.

“It’s surprising that in India a 
₹2 sachet of ketchup has an 
FSSAI (Food Safety and Stan-
dards Authority of India) label, 
but online games don’t have 
any security or quality seal,” 
said Anuraag Saxena, head of 
the E-Gaming Federation, in a 
conversation with Mint.

The industry body, which 
has outlined voluntary stan-
dards for India’s online gaming 
sector, is among petitioners 
that have legally challenged a 
higher goods and services tax 
(GST) for the industry and the 
authority’s tax demands adding 
up to nearly ₹1.5 trillion.

“Consumers are ending up 
losing lakhs on unscrupulous 
games with no redressal mech-
anism. The country must have 
a whitelist for gamers to be able 
to distinguish which is legal 
and which is not,” he said.

Self-regulatory bodies  have 
been proposed earlier as 
well to promote ethical prac-
tices by online gaming plat-
forms and create a stable and 
predictable regulatory envi-
ronment. These will also 
ensure quick resolution of 
grievances and implement 
standard operating procedures 
that meet global standards. 

But there has been no gov-
ernment nod yet for this. Cur-
rently, the government serves 
as the regulator for the online 
gaming industry. The ministry 
of electronics and information 
technology (MeitY) has said in 
the past that it will develop a 
framework for permitting and 
certifying online games involv-
ing monetary transactions.

‘Ketchup sachets have quality 
checks, but not gaming sector’

Anuraag Saxena, head of E-Gaming Federation, said consumers 

end up losing lakhs on unscrupulous games. ANURAAG SAXENA/LINKEDIN

Despite these hurdles, the 
legitimate gaming industry in 
India is expected to grow by 
20% until the end of 2024-25, 
reaching a value of ₹23,100 
crore, according to Saxena.

“Globally, the gaming indus-
try has seen exceptional 
growth, with over 1.2 billion 
players worldwide. India 
has been a key contributor, 
with 500 million active gamers, 
and 200 million of them willing 
to invest in enhancing their 
gaming experiences,” Saxena 
said, referencing a report 
co-authored with 
Grant Thornton 
titled ‘Guardians 
of Safe Play: Ethi-
cal Gaming for 
Vibrant Bharat’.

Over the last 
five years, India’s 
online gaming 
industry has 
raised $2.8 billion 
from domestic and global 
investors. However, funding 
activity in the short-run has 
slowed down, Saxena said.

Last year proved particularly 
challenging for the skill-based 
gaming sector, which faced the 
dual impact of a higher 28% 
GST rate and multiple state 
bans. Following the 50th GST 
Council meeting in July last 
year, the tax authority pro-
posed implementing a uniform 
28% GST rate on the full-face 

value for online gaming, casi-
nos, and horse racing.  This sig-
nificantly impacted the online 
gaming sector, leading to wide-
spread layoffs and the closure 
of several startups due to the 
increased tax burden.

Following an outcry from 
the industry and multiple peti-
tions, the Supreme Court in 
April  consolidated 27 writ peti-
tions challenging the GST hike 
into a single hearing. This legal 
action, spearheaded by Games-
kraft and supported by writs 
filed by the E-Gaming Federa-

tion and Play 
G a m e s 2 4 x 7 , 
marked a crucial 
step in the indus-
try’s fight against 
the tax increase.

The E-Gaming 
Federation’s joint 
report with Grant 
Thornton high-
lighted the impor-

tance of distinguishing 
between games of skill and 
games of chance to regulate the 
real money gaming industry 
effectively. 

Games of skill rely on a 
player’s abilities, while games 
of chance are predominantly 
driven by luck. Under Indian 
law, games of skill are generally 
considered legal, while games 
of chance are not. 

For an extended version of 
this story, go to livemint.com

Self-regulatory 
bodies will ensure 
quick resolution 

of grievances and 
apply standard 

operating 
procedures

Alisha Sachdev & Puja Das
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I
magine your car’s air conditioning 
falters in the middle of a relentless 
heatwave, or your tyres struggle to 
grip the road during an unexpected 
snowfall. As disconcerting as these 

scenarios might be, they are becoming 
more plausible as weather patterns 
shift due to the intensifying impact of 
climate change. 

India has witnessed an unusual sum-
mer this year with north-west and east 
India recording a maximum average 
temperature of 47-48°C until the Sou-
thwest monsoon hit the Kerala coast on 
30 May, two days before the scheduled 
date. 

Now, with the extremely heavy rain-
fall across the nation, especially in 
southern India and hilly regions like 
Himachal Pradesh are dealing with dis-
asters caused by floods, landslides and 
cloudbursts which climate scientists 
term ‘man-made’. India has so far 
received 3% more than above-normal 
precipitation at 632.5 mm since 1 June.

This is also the scenario the automo-
tive industry is working to avoid, so two 
of its critical components—air condi-
tioning systems and tyres—can 
keep pace with the increasingly 
harsh and unpredictable climate. 
And as electric vehicles (EVs) 
become more common, another 
layer of technology to adapt to gets 
thrown into the mix.

Car AC manufacturers are now 
pushing their systems to the limits, 
rigorously testing them for resilience 
against extreme temperatures, pro-
longed usage, and erratic weather. 
These systems must not only survive 
these harsh conditions but also meet 
stringent energy efficiency and per-
formance standards evaluated by agen-
cies like JD Power. As the climate con-
tinues to evolve, so too will the testing 
parameters, Shraddha Suri Marwah, 

chairperson and managing director of 
Subros, India’s largest manufacturer of 
car AC systems. 

“When we design products for 
India, we take into account the coun-
try’s vast climate diversity. Our prod-
ucts are tested to withstand tempera-
tures ranging from minus 20 to plus 50 
or 55°C now, compared to the rest of 

the world, which typically designs for 
temperatures from -30 to +30°C. It’s a 
regional issue. So we have to ensure our 
systems work in the harshest environ-
ments. We test in Jaisalmer, for 
instance, where we see temperatures 
actually hit 52°C. Testing standards are 
becoming more rigorous as climate 
change impacts grow, and we’re 
already preparing for the next wave of 

challenges, including harsher winters 
and longer rainy seasons,” Marwah 
said. She notes that Subros’ testing 
parameters will continue to adapt as 
climate change progresses, emphasiz-
ing that the robustness of materials like 
rubber, aluminium, and steel will 
become increasingly crucial. “A lot of 
work is happening on this front right 

now. We’re constantly working on light 
weighting, making products more 
resilient, while also ensuring they meet 
the ever-stricter standards set by test-
ing agencies,” she said.

Tyre makers are grappling with their 
own challenges, particularly concern-
ing quality of natural rubber. Extreme 
weather is affecting rubber production, 
leading to issues with both the quantity 

and quality of the raw material required 
for manufacturing tyres. 

“Yields and production of natural 
rubber are getting hit primarily due 
to two extreme climatic conditions—
torrential rainfall and extreme temper-
ature. This is the case this year, which 
may result in at least 20-30% produc-
tion loss in Kerala. There are other rea-
sons like diseases and pest attacks 
which are directly associated with cli-
mate change causing extreme weather 
conditions,” said Jacob Mathew, MD at 
Kerala State Rubber Co-op. Ltd. “This 
may not impact supply-demand dyna-
mics, impacting price as tyre compa-
nies already have their stocks. Some 
impact might be noticed next year. 
However, it cannot be said that lower 
production could alone be a cause of 
price rise if at all.”

“Natural rubber production is highly 
sensitive to weather conditions,” Anuj 
Kathuria, president, JK Tyre, told Mint. 
“Tropical climates with consistent 
rainfall and moderate temperatures are 
ideal, but deviations from these condi-
tions can impact the rubber’s quality. 
To address this, we have launched the 
Inroad Project, which involves setting 
up rubber plantations over 200,000 

hectares in north-eastern India. 
This initiative aims to secure a sta-
ble supply of high-quality natural 
rubber domestically.”

Kathuria also highlights the 
importance of proper storage, 
“Maintaining optimal temperature 
and humidity conditions is crucial 
for both raw materials and finished 

products. We utilize renewable energy 
sources like solar and wind power to 
manage the increased energy needs 
and ensure sustainability. Proper stor-
age helps prevent issues like oxidation 
and ozone attacks, which can lead to 
premature failure of tyres,” he said.

alisha.sachdev@livemint.com
For an extended version of this story, 

go to livemint.com.

CARING FOR CARS

CAR AC makers are 
now rigorously 
testing their systems   
for resilience against  
erratic weather.

THE systems must 
also meet energy 
efficiency and 
performance 
standards.

TYRE manufacturers 
are grappling with 
challenges related 
to the quality of 
natural rubber.

TO address this, JK 
Tyre is setting up over 
200,000 hectares of 
rubber plantations  
in north-east India.
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S
am Altman wants to save us 
from the AI-dominated 
world he is building. The 
trouble is, governments 
aren’t buying his plan, 

which involves an attempt to scan the 
eyeballs of every person on Earth and 
pay them with his own cryptocur-
rency.

Altman’s OpenAI is creating mod-
els that may end up outsmarting 
humans. His Worldcoin initiative 
says it is addressing a key risk that 
could follow: We won’t be able to tell 
people and robots apart.

But Worldcoin has come under 
assault by authorities over its mission. 
It has been raided in Hong Kong, 
blocked in Spain, fined in Argentina 
and criminally investigated in Kenya. 
A ruling looms on whether it can keep 
operating in the European Union.

More than a dozen jurisdictions 
have either suspended Worldcoin’s 
operations or looked into its data pro-
cessing. Among their concerns: How 
does the Cayman Islands-registered 
Worldcoin Foundation handle user 
data, train its algorithms and avoid 
scanning children? 

Altman, the billionaire figurehead 
of the artificial-intelligence revolu-
tion, has tried to push back and open 
doors for Worldcoin. The project is a 
lesser-known part of the OpenAI 
chief executive’s sprawling business 
empire, but it plays a vital role in his 
vision for society’s future, by attempt-
ing to ascribe all humans a unique 
signature. 

Worldcoin verifies “humanness” 
by scanning irises using a basketball-
sized chrome device called the Orb. 
Worldcoin says irises, which are com-
plex and relatively unchanging in 
adults, can better distinguish humans 
than fingerprints or faces.

Users receive immutable codes 
held in an online “World ID” pass-
port, to use on other platforms to 
prove they are human, plus payouts 
in Worldcoin’s WLD cryptocurrency.

Worldcoin launched last year and 
says it has verified more than six mil-
lion people across almost 40 coun-
tries. Based on recent trading prices, 
the total pool of WLD is theoretically 
worth some $15 billion.

The project says its technology is 
completely private: Orbs delete all 
images after verification, and iris 
codes contain no personal informa-
tion—unless users permit Worldcoin 
to train its algorithms with their 
scans. Encrypted servers hold the 
anonymized codes and images.

However, several authorities have 
accused Worldcoin of telling Orb 
operators, typically independent 
contractors, to encourage users to 
hand over iris images. Privacy advo-
cates say these could be used to build 
a global biometric database with little 

Over a dozen jurisdictions have either suspended the project’s operations or looked into its data processing

Sam Altman’s Worldcoin 
initiative is battling with 
govts over your eyes

OpenAI chief executive officer Sam Altman. REUTERS

oversight.
Damien Kieran, the project’s chief 

privacy officer, said any ground-
breaking venture like Worldcoin 
inevitably draws scrutiny, and the ini-
tiative was working with regulators to 
address concerns. 

The project has paused the image-
sharing option for users while it 
develops a new process, he said, and 
is continually improving its ability to 
keep people secure. Current training 
materials don’t ask operators in any 
way to induce users to share biomet-
ric data, he said.

“We’ve built a technology that by 
default is privacy-enhancing,” Kieran 
said in an interview. “We don’t collect 
data to harvest it. We don’t sell data. 
In fact, we couldn’t sell it, because we 
don’t know who the data belongs to.”

‘Very advanced and novel tech-
nology’

In 2019, Altman 
conceived the idea 
of building a tech-
nology that could eventually distrib-
ute a form of universal basic income 
to everyone on Earth whose liveli-
hoods would be disrupted by AI.

“I started thinking that it would be 
quite powerful if you could have the 
biggest financial and identity net-
work imaginable,” Altman told a pod-
cast last year. He didn’t comment for 
this article. 

The following year, Altman tapped 
a 26-year-old German called Alex 
Blania, a former California Institute 
of Technology researcher. 

The founders set up a U.S. com-
pany, Tools for Humanity, to build 
the technology, with Blania as CEO. 
Blania based much of his team in 
the Bavarian city of Erlangen, 
where he had previously studied 
theoretical physics. A nonprofit 
Cayman foundation, meanwhile, 
manages the data, tokens and intel-
lectual property. 

The project drew controversy soon 
after becoming public. 

Unlike many Silicon Valley start-
ups that first expand across the U.S., 
Worldcoin was global almost from 
the get-go, racking up users in less-
developed markets like Indonesia, 
Kenya and Nigeria, and throughout 
Europe. It hasn’t offered WLD coins 
in the U.S., citing an uncertain regula-
tory environment.

Critics charged Worldcoin with 
targeting less technically literate pla-
ces. “It’s taking advantage of people’s 
lack of sophistication to train very 
advanced and novel technology,” said 
Calli Schroeder, a senior counsel at 
the Electronic Privacy Information 
Center, a Washington-based non-
profit.

Worldcoin says it wanted to test 
how the Orbs handled different cli-

mates and geo-
graphies, from 
dense cities to 
sparse developing 

areas.
In Kenya, Altman’s project secured 

half a million sign-ups within three 
months of its public launch, but 
quickly ran into trouble.

Police launched a criminal investi-
gation into the collection of biometric 
data, interrogating local managers 
and agents, seizing Orbs in a ware-
house raid and summoning foreign 
representatives through Interpol. 
Kenya’s parliament held a public 
inquiry, with Blania jetting in to tes-
tify. He and Altman also met Kenya’s 
president, William Ruto , last year in 
California.

The parliamentary report said that 
Kenya’s data commissioner had 
repeatedly told Worldcoin to stop 
collecting personal data, citing 
doubts about user consent, and that a 
May 2023 cease order wasn’t shared 
with Orb operators. 

After the order, Tools for Human-

this year for people with a 
credit score of 675 or higher. 
The company said the app, 
Score, attracted about 18,000 
users in the six months it was 
operating.

When Katherine Lemus 
heard about Score, she told her 
single friends to try it out.

“People say ‘You’re a gold 
digger,’ but it’s not about that: 
It’s about knowing you’re 
going to not be supporting 
someone,” Lemus said.

In her 20s, Lemus cosigned 
a credit card for a then-partner 
with poor credit. When the 
relationship ended, she was 
left with overdue bills. Her 
credit score dropped into the 
500s, she said.

“You make that one little 
mistake and it just kept on spi-
raling,” said Lemus, who is 
now married and lives in 
Toronto.

Still, scores-as-dating-tool 
doesn’t always work. Yuri Sel-

AMD CEO Lisa Su. The deal, among AMD’s largest, is part of a push 

to offer a broader menu of chips, software and system designs.

Harriet Torry
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F
orget about looks and 
smarts. When it comes to 
finding a partner, some 

would-be paramours are most 
interested in their date’s credit 
score.

Alexander Marks, a lawyer 
who works in public education 
and lives in Las Vegas, was 
flummoxed when potential 
dates on matchmaking apps 
messaged him to ask about his 
credit score 
at least a 
d o z e n 
times in 
recent years.

“It’s an odd approach 
because you’re just reducing 
me to a number,” said Marks, 
38. “That’s an immediate turn-
off for me.”

The little three-digit num-
bers are made when credit 
bureaus collect information on 
your payment and debt history 
from lenders, which credit-
scoring companies then use to 
assign a numerical value ran-
ging from about 300 to 850.

Banks use the scores to 
decide who gets a loan.

Those on the hunt for love 
say they’re not bad for scoping 
out romantic partners either—
well, except when they are.

Dan Fiscus, 25, said he often 
messaged with women about 
credit scores when he was sin-
gle and on apps. Sometimes 
the women would bring it up; 
sometimes he would.

To Fiscus, who works in 
information technology in 
Washington, D.C., it seemed 

normal. In 
college, it 
was com-
m o n  f o r 

people to ask each other how 
they were paying their tuition, 
or how much debt they had. 
He and his girlfriend, Victoria 
Gendron, discussed finances 
from early on in their relation-
ship. Both have credit scores in 
the mid-700s.

“I feel like we’re closer 
because we had that conversa-
tion,” said Gendron, who is 23 
and studying to be a nurse.

Plenty of critics have prob-
lems with credit scores, raising 

questions about whether 
they’re fair or if they even work. 
The formulas tend to shut out 
people who are new to the U.S. 
or have used cash all their lives. 
The things that make a person’s 
credit score go up or down 
seem like a black box .

And the Romeos who think 
a high credit score automati-
cally means their date is rich 
should reconsider. Credit 
scores are meant to measure a 
person’s ability to repay a loan, 
not how much money they 
have. Research by the Federal 
Reserve has found only a mod-
erate correlation between 
income and credit scores.

A survey this year by per-
sonal-finance company Credit 
Karma found that two-thirds 
of Americans said it’s impor-
tant that their partner has a 
good credit score. Half of those 
who have used a dating app, or 
are open to using one, wish the 
apps could filter by financial 
status, according to the survey 
of roughly 1,000 people.

Another personal-finance 
company, Neon Money Club, 
temporarily set up a dating app 

ukoff put his credit score on 
his profile after reading about 
an influencer who got multiple 
dates after she did the same. 
Selukoff, an app developer in 
San Francisco, has an excellent 
score of over 800.

In the message chats that 
followed, no one mentioned it.

“It was shortly before I got 
disappointed in this whole idea 
of dating apps, 
and stopped using 
them altogether,” 
said Selukoff, 50. 
If he ever decides 
to go back to the 
dating scene, he 
expects to meet 
n e w  p e o p l e 
through his side 
hustle as a drum-
mer in a rock band.

People with good credit will 
have an easier time getting a 
mortgage or a car loan, and a 
lower interest rate—some-
thing that might be appealing 
to a potential partner.

But Dylan Selterman, a 
social psychologist at Johns 
Hopkins University, said 
credit scores aren’t going to be 

a strong predictor of whether 
two people will find romance, 
unlike traits such as values, 
morals or attachment style.

“That being said, financial 
resources and just the ability to 
have a stable life together—
those are very important 
things for the logistics of a rela-
tionship,” he said. “It’s hard to 
have a relationship if you’re 

struggling to 
make ends meet.”

Stanford Uni-
versity sociologist 
Michael Rosen-
feld, who studies 
mating and dat-
ing, said credit 
scores can serve as 
a proxy for other 
kinds of trustwor-

thiness, since they take into 
account whether a person has 
repaid their previous loans.

“Long-term relationships 
carry risk,” Rosenfeld said. 
“One wants to know if the per-
son in question pays their bills 
or has a tendency to duck out 
from responsibilities.”

A 2019 survey by the Pew 
Research Center asked people 

their reasons for wanting to 
get married. The top answers 
were love and companionship. 
Almost 40% of the respon-
dents who were already living 
with a partner said finances 
were a major reason too. Only 
14% said it was because they 
wanted to have children.

On the dating app OkCupid, 
daters who keep a budget get 
25% more matches and have 
16% more conversations on the 
app than those who don’t, the 
company said. In 2022, OkCu-
pid found a third of daters said 
it was important that their 
match has a high credit score.

Still, some people find ask-
ing about credit scores before 
a relationship has even started 
to be distasteful.

On a first date at a Starbucks 
in Rock Hill, S.C., Patterson 
Kannon mentioned that he 
works as an accountant.

“I bet you have a really good 
credit score,” was his date’s 
response.

The 25-year-old does, in the 
high 700s. He is also now dat-
ing someone else.

©2024 DOW JONES & CO. INC.

Hey baby, can I get your number? And by that, I mean your credit score

A survey by Credit Karma found that two-thirds of Americans said 

it’s important that their partner has a good credit score. AFP

In 2022, OkCupid 
found a third 
of daters said 

it was important 
that their 

match has a high 
credit score

ity addressed the commissioner’s 
concerns in written replies, describ-
ing improved operator training, but 
kept scanning Kenyans.

Lawmaker Gitonga Mukunji, who 
initiated the inquiry, compared 
Worldcoin’s use of “small entice-
ments” to OpenAI, which has relied 
on low-paid Kenyan workers to train 
chatbots to avoid toxic content. 
“These companies pay our popula-
tion peanuts, and the technology 
then makes them rich,” Mukunji said 
in an interview.

The Kenyan public prosecutor’s 
office closed the criminal case in 
June, recommending Worldcoin 
properly register with authorities in 
future. Tools for Humanity said it 
would continue to work with Kenya’s 
government and hoped to resume 
operations there soon.

Other setbacks followed.
Hong Kong banned Worldcoin, 

finding it was retaining iris images for 
up to a decade. Argentine authorities 
launched investigations, citing a lack 
of information and what they said 
were abusive user terms. Spain 
accused Worldcoin of scanning chil-
dren at a large scale, while Portugal 
said Worldcoin taught operators to 
encourage people to consent to their 
data’s use. 

Authorities in Bavaria, 
where the foundation 
has a data-processing 
subsidiary, have led an 
EU inquiry into World-
coin and expect to issue a 
decision as soon as next 
month.

The head of the Ger-
man state’s data regula-
tor, Michael Will, said 
his team has focused on ensuring iris 
codes and images are secure, given 
that biometric data can’t be altered 
and any breach could lead to identity 
fraud.

“Once somebody has your specific 
iris picture, you will never have the 
possibility to stay anonymous,” Will 
said.

In response to regulators’ actions, 
Worldcoin has countered with a 
global charm offensive and rolled out 
new measures.

The project’s head of global affairs 
told Forbes Argentina it had “injected 
hundreds of millions of dollars into 
the economy.” Altman, Blania and 
colleagues then met with Argentine 
President Javier Milei as he toured 
Silicon Valley. Worldcoin said it 
would make Argentina a regional 
hub, hiring local staff and opening 
new sites.

Worldcoin operators now check 
identity cards to deter minors, and 
the project lets users permanently 
delete iris codes, a key requirement of 
EU data-protection rules. A new sys-
tem breaks up iris codes, with seg-
ments held on separate encrypted 
data stores. Only someone with 

access to all the servers, and the com-
bination keys, could piece the codes 
back together, according to Kieran, 
the privacy chief.

He said the goal is to reach a point 
where “we couldn’t even get to this 
data if we wanted to.”

Countering ‘the greatest risk of AI’
Altman has little day-to-day 

involvement in Worldcoin, execu-
tives say. But people familiar with the 
matter say he holds equity in Tools 
for Humanity, which also puts him in 
line to receive WLD tokens. 

Worldcoin has racked up other 
heavyweight backers, raising $240 
million from investors including 
Andreessen Horowitz and Khosla 
Ventures, according to PitchBook.

Blania has said Worldcoin’s mis-
sion is even more urgent given AI is 
already reshaping the internet, with 
bots and fake accounts proliferating 
on social media. Blania says the prob-
lems will intensify if AI models 
emerge with human-level cognition.

“The greatest risk of AI is that it 
renders the internet an untrustwor-
thy place,” said Lasha Antadze, 
co-founder of Rarilabs, a U.S. startup 
that anonymously verifies online 
identities by scanning passports. Rar-
ilabs has integrated Worldcoin with 
its system.

One challenge for 
Worldcoin: Much of its 
success hangs on its 
cryptocurrency.

Worldcoin is gradu-
ally unlocking tokens 
allocated for user 
“grants,” along with the 
quarter of the total 
assigned to investors 
and team members. So 

far, the foundation still controls 97% 
of WLD, meaning the price is set by a 
small pool of currency in circulation. 
If WLD prices drop, there is less 
incentive to sign up, because it redu-
ces the dollar value of payouts to 
users.

WLD is actively traded. But in chat 
groups where holders gather, the 
focus centers on using the token to 
bet on Altman’s other ventures: Its 
price almost quadrupled just after the 
February release of OpenAI’s Sora 
video tool, for instance.

Worldcoin executives say users 
also make real-world payments with 
WLD. They point to a Kenyan who 
said he bought a goat with the tokens 
and named it Sam.

Álvaro, a drone pilot in the Spanish 
port of Cádiz, got scanned last year 
and has received 120 WLD tokens 
since then. The 34-year-old, who 
declined to give his surname, said he 
didn’t fret about Worldcoin’s use of 
biometrics, reasoning he already 
handed over similar data to other 
companies.

“I believe in Sam,” he said, “so I’m 
holding for the really long term.”

©2024 DOW JONES & CO. INC.

Worldcoin 
launched last year 

and has verified 
more than six 
million people 

across almost 40 
countries

Mellanox in 2020 for nearly $7 
billion, bringing in supercom-
puting-grade data transfer 
capabilities that have helped it 
maintain its edge during the AI 
boom. It also increasingly has 
focused on designs for servers 
and data centers that its chips 
go into.

AMD has made other moves 
in recent years to build up its 
data-center chops, including 
its acquisition of chip maker 
Xilinx in 2022 in an all-stock 
deal valued at nearly $50 bil-
lion at closing. Also in 2022, 
AMD bought Pensando Sys-
tems, a data-center chip and 
networking startup, for $1.9 
billion.

While Nvidia is by far the 
chip industry’s prime benefici-
ary of the AI boom, AMD has 
been making inroads. Su last 
month raised her forecast for 
the company’s AI chip sales to 
$4.5 billion this year after 
reporting quarterly results 
ahead of analysts’ expecta-
tions. She had forecast $3.5 bil-
lion of sales in January.

AMD valued the cash-and-
stock deal for ZT at $4.9 bil-

l i o n , 
including a 
contingent 
payment of 

up to $400 million based on 
certain milestones after it 
closes. AMD said the deal is 
expected to close in the first 
half of next year, subject to 
regulatory approvals, and that 
ZT Chief Executive Frank 
Zhang will stay on after the 
acquisition. Zhang said in a 
statement that joining AMD 
will help ZT “play an even 
larger role designing the AI 
infrastructure that is defining 
the future of computing.”

The ZT deal is one of AMD’s 
biggest, after the Xilinx acqui-
sition and its $5.4 billion 
acquisition of ATI Technolo-
gies in 2006.

AMD announced a much 
smaller AI-related deal last 
month, the approximately 
$665 million purchase of Silo 
AI, a Finnish company that 
helps customers integrate arti-
ficial intelligence into their 
products and operations.
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A
dvanced Micro Devices 
agreed to pay nearly $5 
billion to buy ZT Sys-

tems, a designer of data-center 
equipment for cloud comput-
ing and artificial intelligence, 
bolstering the chip maker’s 
attack on Nvidia ’s dominance 
in AI computation.

The deal, among AMD’s 
largest, is part of a push to offer 
a broader menu of chips, soft-
ware and system designs to big 
data-center customers such as 
Microsoft and Facebook 
owner Meta Platforms , prom-
ising better performance 
through tight linkages 
between those products.

Secaucus, N.J.-based ZT 
Systems, which isn’t publicly 
traded, was founded in 1994. It 
designs and makes servers, 
server racks and other infra-
structure that house and con-
nect chips in the giant data 
centers that power artificial-
intelligence systems such as 
ChatGPT. 

ZT has more than $10 billion 
of annual 
sales, AMD 
Chief Exec-
utive Lisa 
Su said in an interview—nearly 
half the $22.7 billion in reve-
nue her company reported last 
year. However, AMD plans to 
sell ZT’s manufacturing busi-
ness after the acquisition is 
complete, keeping its system-
design business.

Su said ZT’s main value for 
her company is in offering cus-
tomers more hands-on assist-
ance in setting up huge data 
centers where clusters of chips 
train up AI systems.

“What it allows me to say to 
them is let me help you build 
your next training cluster, and 
tell me what’s important to 
you,” Su said. “I now have a 
very large design team that can 
help you do that.”

The deal could bolster 
AMD’s competitive position 
against Nvidia, which also has 
added aggressively to its data-
center offerings in recent 
years. Nvidia, for example, 
bought networking company 

AMD buys ZT 
Systems for nearly 
$5 bn, escalating 
battle with Nvidia
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T
ourism Finance Corporation of India 
(TFCI), a non-banking finance company, 
on Monday announced its diversification 

into retail lending through FinTech platforms 
and its plans to establish an Alternative 
Investment Fund.

“Partnering with FinTech companies to 
diversify in retail lending allows TFCI to tap vast 
credit opportunities in household and micro-
small enterprises market segments, particularly 
the younger generation who expect quicker 
loan approvals and prefer the convenience of a 
digital lending platform. The digital lending 
business will bolster the company and its 
balance sheet,” a statement said.

In the first quarter of FY25, TFCI raised 
₹50.02 crore through a preferential issue of 
equity shares at an issue price of ₹225 per share. 
With capital adequacy of about 58%, TFCI has 
enough headroom to expand the wholesale & 
retail loan book aggressively. PTI

TFCI to diversify 
into retail lending

I
ndian carriers flew more than 12.9 million 
passengers in July, an increase of more than 
7.3% compared to the year-ago period, 

official data released on Monday showed.
However, the air traffic in July was lower 

compared to 13.2 million people carried by 
the domestic airlines in June this year.

IndiGo continued to dominate domestic 
air traffic with its market share rising to 62% 
in July while that of Air India dropped to 
14.3%. 

Last month, the domestic market share of 
Vistara climbed to 10% while that of AIX 
Connect and SpiceJet declined to 4.5% and 
3.1%, respectively, as per the data released by 
the Directorate General of Civil Aviation.

Also, Akasa Air and Alliance Air’s share 
slipped to 4.7% and 0.9%, respectively.

“Passengers carried by domestic airlines 
during January-July 2024 were 92.335 
million as against 88.194 million during the 
corresponding period of the previous year 
thereby registering an annual growth of 
4.70% and monthly growth of 7.33%” the 
Directorate General of Civil Aviation said. PTI

Domestic air traffic 
rises 7.3% to 12.9 mn

IndiGo continued to dominate domestic air traffic 

with its market share rising to 62% in July.

T
he Securities and Exchange Board of India 
(Sebi) has relaxed rules to allow Category I 
and II alternative investment funds (AIFs) 

to borrow funds to cover shortfalls in drawdown 
amounts, aiming to simplify business 
operations.

In trading, a drawdown represents the decline 
in the value of an investment or trading account 
from its peak to its lowest point. 

Investments made during a drawdown may 
be smaller if the value of securities remains 
below the previous peak for an extended period.

According to existing regulations, Category I 
and II AIFs were restricted from borrowing 
funds directly or indirectly, except for meeting 
temporary funding needs and daily operational 
expenses, with borrowings limited to 30 days on 
no more than four occasions in a year. 

The markets regulator has now permitted 
these AIFs to borrow to address temporary 
shortfalls in funds requested from investors for 
investments in portfolio companies, subject to 
specific conditions. NEHA JOSHI 

Sebi relaxes AIF 
borrowing rules

U
S Secretary of State Antony Blinken 
warned on Monday that the latest 
push for a Gaza ceasefire and hostage 

release deal was probably the best and 
possibly last opportunity, urging Israel and 
Hamas towards an elusive agreement. 

However, with Palestinian Islamist 
group Hamas announcing a resumption of 
suicide bombing inside Israel after many 
years, and with Israeli airstrikes still 
pounding Gaza, there was little sign of 
conciliation. 

Hamas and another militant group, 
Islamic Jihad, said they were behind a blast 
near a synagogue in Tel Aviv on Sunday that 
killed the bomber and wounded one other 
person. Suicide bombings “will return to the 
forefront” while the Gaza war continues, 
Hamas said in a statement. 

The talks in Qatar last week paused without 
a breakthrough, but the negotiations are to 
resume this week based on a US “bridging 
proposal”. 

Blinken met Israeli President Isaac Herzog 
and Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu on 
Monday morning. REUTERS

‘Last chance for 
Gaza ceasefire’

US Secretary of State Blinken meets with Israel’s 

President Isaac Herzog in Tel Aviv. REUTERS

T
housands of Indian junior doctors on 
Monday refused to end protests over 
rape and murder of a fellow medic, 

disrupting hospital services nearly a week 
after they launched a nationwide action 
demanding a safer workplace and swift 
criminal probe. Doctors across the country 

have held protests and declined to see non-
emergency patients following the 9 August 
killing of the 31-year-old medic, who police 
say was raped and murdered at a hospital in  
Kolkata where she was a trainee. A police 
volunteer has been arrested and charged 
with the crime. Women activists say the 
incident has highlighted how women in 
India continue to suffer from sexual 
violence despite tougher laws brought in 
after the 2012 gang-rape and murder of a 
23-year-old student on a moving bus in 
New Delhi. 

The government urged doctors to return 
to duty while it sets up a committee to 
suggest measures to improve protection 
for healthcare professionals.

Gita Gopinath, deputy managing 
director of International Monetary Fund, 
told Business Standard that workplace 
safety was important to raise the country’s 
female labour force participation rate, 
which was 37% in FY22-23. REUTERS

Medics defy calls to end protests

Doctors have held protests and declined to 

see non-emergency patients. REUTERS

T
he United Nations (UN) on Monday condemned the “unacceptable” level 
of violence becoming commonplace against humanitarian workers, a 
record 280 of whom were killed worldwide in 2023.

And it warned that the Israel-Hamas war in Gaza is potentially fuelling even 
higher numbers of such deaths this year.

“The normalization of violence against aid workers and the lack of 
accountability are unacceptable, unconscionable and enormously harmful for 
aid operations everywhere,” Joyce Msuya, acting director of the UN’s Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, said on World Humanitarian Day.

The UN said more than half of the deaths in 2023, or 163, were aid workers 
killed in Gaza during the first three months of the war between Israel and 
Hamas, mainly in air strikes. South Sudan, wracked by civil strife, and Sudan, 
where a war between two rival generals has been raging since April 2023, are 
the next deadliest conflicts for humanitarians, with 34 and 25 deaths 
respectively. AFP

The UN said over half of the deaths in 2023, or 163, were aid workers 

killed in Gaza in the first 3 months of the Israel-Hamas conflict.BLOOMBERG

A
urobindo Pharma expects its China 
facility to commence production in the 
next quarter with full-scale output 

anticipated only in the next fiscal year, 
according to chief financial officer Santhanam 
Subramanian.

The Hyderabad-based drug major plans to 
start a small volume roll out in the November-
December period and expects to ramp it up in 
the January-March quarter of the next year.

“Our China plant is expected to be 
commercialized from Q3 FY25 and the ramp 
up is expected from Q4 FY25,” Subramanian 
said in an analyst call. The full-fledged volume 
production will start at the facility in FY26, he 
stated. He noted that the firm is on track with 
respect to large-scale commercialization of 
Pen-G (penicillin). The firm is hopeful to ramp 
up production significantly from October this 
year, he added. PTI

Aurobindo’s China 
plant to begin ops

L
ife Insurance Corporation of India (LIC) 
on Monday said it has sold a 2.09% stake in 
state-owned Hindustan Copper Ltd (HCL) 

for ₹447 crore through an open market 
transaction.

The insurance behemoth has sold a total of 
2,01,62,682 shares, or 2.085% stake, in 
Hindustan Copper, according to a regulatory 
filing.

 The shares of HCL were sold at an average 
cost of ₹221.64 apiece, taking the transaction 
value to ₹446.8 crore.

With this, LIC’s stake in the state-owned 
company has reduced to 6.09% from 8.17%.

“Holding decreased from 8.171% to 6.086%, a 
decrease of 2.085% during the period from 27 
September 2023, to 16 August 2024, at an 
average cost of ₹221.64,” the filing said.

HCL is under the administrative control of 
the ministry of mines. PTI

LIC sells stake in 
Hindustan Copper 

K
eystone Realtors has set a target of 32% 
growth in its sale bookings this fiscal to 
₹3,000 crore on strong housing demand 

and is hopeful of crossing this number, its 
chairman and managing director Boman Irani 
said.

Keystone Realtors, which sells its properties 
under Rustomjee brand, is one of the leading 
real estate developers in the country with a 
significant presence in Mumbai Metropolitan 
Region (MMR).

In an interview, Irani—who is also president 
of realtors’ apex body CREDAI—noted that the 
demand in the housing market continues to be 
strong, encouraging the company to invest 
more in land acquisition and construction 
activities.

“We have a dry powder of around ₹3,000 
crore to make investments for growth. We 
raised ₹800 crore from qualified institutional 
placement (QIP) plus our internal cash flow,” 
he said. PTI

‘Keystone Realtors 
eyes 32% growth’

I
T major HCL Technologies on Monday 
announced that it has elevated Shiv Walia as 
its chief financial officer, with effect from 6 

September 2024. He would also be the key 
managerial personnel of the company, a 
regulatory filing said. Walia takes the helm 
from Prateek Aggarwal, who has resigned to 
pursue opportunities outside HCLTech. 

“Shiv Walia has been integral to our success 
over the last many years. As a seasoned finance 
leader, he has played key roles across our 
various geographies and businesses through 
multiple business cycles and has extensive 
knowledge of HCLTech’s businesses and 
clients,” said C. Vijayakumar, chief executive 
and managing director, HCLTech.

Walia, who joined HCL in 1993 and 
HCLTech in 1998, has since then served across 
several finance leadership roles over the last 
many years. PTI

HCLTech elevates 
Shiv Walia as CFO

HCL Technology chief executive officer and 

managing director C. Vijayakumar. BLOOMBERG

UN warns of ‘unacceptable’ level of violence against aid workers

Puja Das

puja.das@livemint.com

New Delhi

H
imachal Pradesh has suffered exten-
sive damage due to heavy rains in the 
hill state, with the India Meteorologi-
cal Department (IMD) forecasting 
more precipitation till Wednesday.

The southwest monsoon that hit the Kerala 
coast on 30 May, two days ahead of schedule, made 
its way to Himachal Pradesh on 27 June. Himachal 
Pradesh has since then experienced 51 cloudbursts 
and flash floods caused by torrential rains that 
killed 31 people. As many as 33 have gone missing, 
as per the state Emergency Operation Centre.

According to officials, Himachal Pradesh has 
suffered as much as ₹1,140 crore of losses so far, 
with the maximum damage to the road infrastruc-
ture. The Public Works Department has suffered 
losses of ₹502 crore, followed by the Jal Shakti 

Himachal Pradesh flooding: 31 
dead, ₹1,140 crore in damages

The north Indian state saw heavy rains since the Southwest monsoon’s arrival on 2 Jun

SACRED TIES

Women wait in long queues to celebrate Raksha Bandhan with their brothers lodged in Uttar Pradesh’s Bareilly Central Jail on Monday. PTI

Department (₹469 crore) and the horticulture 
department (₹139 crore).

The national weather bureau said, “Widespread 
rainfall over Himachal Pradesh is likely during the 
week with heavy rainfall during 19-21.”

The local meteorological office has issued a ‘yel-
low’ alert for heavy 
rains in isolated pla-
ces in the state till 21 
August.Disastrous 
landslides in Kerala’s 
Wayanad on 30 July 
swept aways villages, 
killing nearly 230 
people.

Due to its fragile ecology, Himachal is vulnerable 
to about 25 types of disasters or hazards such as 
flash floods, landslides, and cloudbursts.

There were at least 65 cloudburst incidents in 
Himachal Pradesh last monsoon. July saw 31 of 
these incidents followed by 24 in August. There 

were 9 such incidents June 2023 and 1 incident in 
the pre-monsoon month of May 2023.

Last year, at least 43 people lost their lives in 
cloudburst-related flashflood, and landslide inci-
dents in the state in addition to the deaths of about 
182 cattle. Over 300 structures including homes, 

schools, government 
buildings, water 
mills and 50 cow-
sheds faced damage. 
The cloudburst del-
uge left about a 
dozen foot and 
motor bridges and 
over 150 vehicles 

damaged. Similarly, at least four hydro power pro-
jects faced significant damages and caused 
destruction in downstream areas on account of 
cloudbursts-induced flash flood events.

For an extended version of this story, go to live-
mint.com.

Himachal Pradesh has since then 
experienced 51 cloudbursts and flash 

floods caused by torrential rains 
that killed 31 people

NEWS 

NUMBERS
IN

THE VALUE of the top 30 commodities 
exported by India in July 2024, down 2.5% 
from $32.63 billion a year ago, according 

to the commerce ministry

$31.83 bn
THE GOODS and services tax demanded 
by tax officials from two-wheeler maker 
Hero MotoCorp for the disallowed input 

tax credit for FY19-20

₹17.64 cr
THE STAKE in Zomato that Antfin 

Singapore Holding plans to sell via a block 
deal valued at ₹3,420 crore. Antfin has a 
4.24% stake in the food delivery major

1.54%
THE AMOUNT India has pledged to help 
developing countries promote trade and 
build capacity, as it aims for a leadership 

position in the Global South

$3.5 mn
THE NUMBER of children who died of 

food poisoning at a hostel run by a 
religious organization in Andhra Pradesh. 

37 others have been hospitalized
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in both offline and online makes sense. 
The India PoS terminals market is esti-
mated at $33.26 billion in 2024, accord-
ing to Mordor Intelligence. As for online, 
the country’s payment gateway market 
was valued at $1.6 billion in 2024 and is 
expected to reach $3.2 billion by 2033. 
UPI payments, online and offline, have 
been growing fast, recording about 131 
billion transactions with a total value of 
₹200 trillion in 2023-24, the Indian gov-
ernment recently stated.

TAKING IT TO THE WORLD

One clear priority for Rau is exports—
take Pine Labs products to interna-

tional markets. Ever since he joined in 
2020, he worked on accelerating this 
strategy.

Pine Labs has teams in California, Sing-
apore and Australia. The company has just 
hired an executive to head its European 
markets. “200 of our employees are based 
outside India and are building our busi-
nesses in those markets,” Rau noted. 

The company’s international business 
has been growing at about 50% a year, and 
Rau projects it will increase, going for-
ward, on the back of its US and European 
forays. While Europe is just starting off, 
the US business began about six months 
ago. In the next five years, 40% of Pine 
Labs’ revenues could be generated from 
international markets as compared to the 
current 13%, Rau projected. 

“I think what we have built in India is 
totally ready for the most mature markets 
around the world,” he said. 

Pine Labs is, therefore, selling in inter-
national markets the same solutions that 
have worked in India—PoS systems, pay-
ment processing services, and merchant-
centric solutions such as loyalty pro-
grammes and gift cards. 

In PoS, the company earns a commis-
sion on each transaction and by selling 
PoS terminals to merchants. It charges 
merchants a fee for each transaction pro-
cessed through its online payment gate-
way services. And for its software as a ser-
vice (SaaS) offerings, such as customer 
loyalty programmes, it charges merchants 
a subscription fee. 

SLOW BUT STEADY 

Pine Labs has the first mover’s advan-
tage in PoS terminals and the offline 

pie. Nonetheless, its fortress is getting 
raided—new entrants are threatening to 
chip away at the company’s market share. 

“Pine Labs has great relationships with 
banks, and they can compete in the offline 
space, but they should have never let 
Paytm and others scale,” a former Pine 
Labs executive who didn’t want to be 
identified, said. 

What did the executive mean? 
Paytm entered the PoS space in 2020. 

While Pine Labs continues to be a leader 
in the enterprise and mid-market seg-
ment, Paytm has rapidly expanded in off-
line payments targeting small merchants, 
an area Pine Labs did not focus on. 

Emerging competition in the offline 
business also includes Razorpay and 
PhonePe. 

“Pine Labs, a major player in PoS trans-
actions, ventured into payment gateway 
and online payments while Razorpay, a 
leading online payments player, acquired 
Ezetap to enter the PoS business,” Abhi-
lasha Jaju, director of BFSI vertical at 1Lat-
tice, a market research and consulting 
company, said. PhonePe launched its PoS 
devices last year. 

THE MISSING PIECES IN

PINE LABS’ GROWTH STORY

mint

SHORT
STORY

Pine Labs is India’s fourth most 
valued fintech company, behind 

PhonePe, Razorpay and Cred. 
Its revenue has doubled since 
2020-21. But, its business was 

lopsided even a few years ago.

WHAT

Pine Labs is a major player in 
PoS transactions and offline 
payments. However, it didn’t 

have an online payment gateway. 
Under CEO Amrish Rau, it has 

now fixed the gap.

WHY

The company faces growing 
competition. Paytm, for instance, 

entered the PoS space in 2020 
and has rapidly expanded. Pine 
Labs also has some catching up 
to do in the consumer segment. 

BUT

POWER PERFORMANCE 

Source: Tracxn, Mint research* As of 19 August 2024
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since 2020-21.
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The former executive quoted above 
said that Pine Labs has been slower 
when it came to innovation, citing the 
example of UPI-based payments, where 
it took a long time to make its presence 
felt. On the other hand, Paytm’s early 
adoption of UPI and the wide-
spread use of its wallet made it 
a leader in online transactions. 
Pine Labs has also ignored the 
extended UPI ecosystem—
stuff such as soundbox—the 
executive pointed out. A 
soundbox is a device that pro-
vides instant audio confirma-
tion of payment transactions 
for merchants. Paytm first 
introduced it in 2019. 

Pine Labs launched UPI on PoS 
machines in 2020. Rau said the unit eco-
nomics of soundboxes don’t make sense. 
Nonetheless, he admitted that five years 
back, executives at Pine Labs believed that 
the company would play solely in the non-
UPI space. 

“Five years back, I could take a position 
and say, let’s see where UPI reaches. Now, it 
has become central to my strategy, as almost 
40% of my transactions on PoS are UPI trans-
actions. UPI is right at the centre of the 
future, and I cannot look away from it,” he 
said. 

Pine Labs also has some catching up to 
do when it comes to the consumer seg-
ment. The company did make an acquisi-
tion on the consumer side—Fave—but the 
purchase hasn’t worked out, according to 
two former executives at the company. 

Fave, a Kuala Lumpur-based company, 
integrates digital payment solutions 
allowing users to pay via mobile wallets, 
credit cards, or bank transfers. Pine Labs 
had acquired the company in an all-cash 
deal worth $45 million in 2021.

Rau said that Fave’s business requires 
heavy cash burn to grow, typical of con-
sumer businesses. The markets have 
changed since the acquisition was made, 
and the company prefers to conserve that 
cash. “We’ve kept that business at a steady 
state, not really being able to put signifi-
cant cash into it,” Rau said. 

But the CEO does realize the impor-
tance of a consumer-facing business, the 
missing part in what is otherwise a well 
diversified portfolio now. That part could 
be the company’s next growth story as it 
heads towards the IPO. “We never had a 
consumer app. We have never been a 
brand that consumers connect to. That’s 
a natural evolution we have to make as a 
company,” he agreed.

While some former employees said 
Pine Labs is slow in innovating, market 
analysts view it differently—the conserva-
tive approach may work better when the 

company goes public.
“Compared to Paytm, Pine 

Labs has diversified streams of 
revenue and a robust business 
model. This provides a stable 
revenue model and hence is less 
risky than Paytm’s consumer-
centric model which relies 
heavily on digital wallets and 
UPI adoption,” said Manoj Dal-
mia, CEO at Proficient Equities, 
a trading services company. 

“Paytm’s IPO had a significant price 
drop because of high expectations and, 
profitability concerns. Learning from 
Paytm, Pine Labs will approach valuations 
in a realistic fashion and this will reduce 
the post-IPO volatility risk,” he added.

Rau can take heart from that statement.

Liked this story? 
Share it by 
scanning the 
QR code.

The fintech company is more diversified than it was four years back. But CEO Amrish Rau’s job is far from over

Samiksha Goel 

samiksha.goel@livemint.com

BENGALURU

W
hen Amrish Rau’s stint 
as the chief executive 
officer (CEO) of PayU 
India, a fintech com-
pany, ended in 2019, he 

had made up his mind to start all over 
again. He approached venture capital firm 
Sequoia asking for $25 million. He had a 
new idea to nurture in India’s booming 
payments economy. 

Rau met Shailendra Singh, the manag-
ing director of Peak XV Partners (formerly 
Sequoia), for coffee. The subsequent con-
versation left Rau surprised—it was Singh 
who pitched an idea. 

“I have significant ownership in a com-
pany called Pine Labs. If you want some-
thing that’s truly yours, I’ll hand you the 
keys. You can run it as you see fit,” Singh 
told Rau. 

Sequoia, at one point, held around 50% 
in Pine Labs. Back then, the company was 
mostly known for selling point of sale 
(PoS) terminals and PoS-based payment 
solutions that allowed merchants to 
accept credit and debit card payments.

Rau deliberated on the idea for a while. 
Building a company from scratch would 
take four to five years. But Pine Labs, 
which started in 1998, was already a 
known platform with the potential to 
grow faster. With a valuation of $1.6 bil-
lion, it was already a unicorn or a com-
pany valued at over a billion dollars. 

“Having sold my first startup, my 
motivation was not money. My moti-
vation was to build the most 
respectable fintech company from 
India,” Rau told Mint, sitting in 
his office in Bengaluru’s Kora-
mangala neighbourhood. 

In 2013, he co-founded Citrus 
Pay, another payments company, 
and sold it to Naspers-owned 
PayU in a cash deal worth $130 
million in 2016. 

Rau decided to take the keys from 
Singh and joined Pine Labs as CEO in 
March 2020. 

Four years after that, Pine Labs is valued 
at about $5 billion and is India’s fourth 
most valued fintech company, behind 
PhonePe ($12 bn), Razorpay ($7.5 bn) and 
Cred ($6.4 bn). Reportedly, it is consider-
ing raising about $1 billion in an initial 
public offering (IPO). According to a 
Bloomberg report, Pine Labs may seek a 
valuation of more than $6 billion in the 
IPO, the largest by an Indian fintech firm 
since One97 Communications Ltd, the 
operator of Paytm, raised approximately 
$2.5 billion in 2021.

What exactly did Rau do to grow Pine 
Labs into the fintech giant it is today? In 
short, a lot has changed since he took over. 
While Pine Labs has its hits, there are sig-
nificant misses, too.

MISSING LINKS

Unlike Vijay Shekhar Sharma, 
Paytm’s founder, or Ashneer 

Grover, the former managing director of 
BharatPe, Rau can come across as less 
charismatic and more measured when he 
speaks in public. 

He graduated from a little-known col-
lege, Shah & Anchor Kutchhi Engineering 
College, in Chembur, Mumbai. And his 
career didn’t begin with a flourish either—
he started by selling automated teller 
machines (ATMs). 

Rau interned at a 
newly opened branch of 
Siemens called Siemens 
Nixdorf. “They were 
into passbook printers 
and ATMs. As luck 
would have it, I ended 
up making the first sale 
for the company ever in 
India, and they retained 
me after the end of my 
three-month intern-
ship,” he recollected. 

Selling ATMs, nonetheless, set up his 
career in financial services, and today, he 
is counted among the ‘veterans’ of India’s 
fintech industry. According to former 
employees Mint spoke with, Rau is a 
hands-on leader with a sales mindset, a 
legacy he inherited from Siemens. One 
former executive described him as a “fin-
tech bully”. 

“It’s a good thing because you are com-
peting with a lot of bullies. He is hard-
working and ruthless,” the executive, who 
didn’t want to be identified, said. 

It didn’t take long for the fintech bully to 
identify the gaps in Pine Labs’ business, 
once he took over. Pine Labs started 25 
years ago, founded by Lokvir Kapoor, Rajul 
Garg and Tarun Upaday. While Kapoor is 
the executive chairman at Pine Labs, the 
other two founders have moved on. 

The company was an early player in the 
digital payment solutions space and 

focused on processing debit and credit 
card transactions through its PoS 
machines. In fact, offline payments con-
tinued to be the company’s strength when 
Rau joined. But that strength was also its 
biggest weakness. 

“As soon as I took over, in March 2020, 
the pandemic hit. Stores in India shut 
down for a long period of time, and my 
fear turned out to be correct,” Rau said. “I 
realized that I needed to change the busi-
ness; Pine Labs needed multiple lines of 
businesses.” 

THE ONLINE STACK 

As Rau was coming on board, Pine Labs 
acquired a gift card technology 

startup called Qwikcilver for $110 million. 
To begin with, the new CEO decided to 
focus on this business. Qwikcilver is today 
one of the largest subsidiaries of the com-
pany, generating 20% of Pine Labs’ overall 
revenue—Pine Labs has doubled its reve-
nue since 2020-21 to ₹1,588 crore in 
2022-23. 

The more pressing 
need was to build an 
online business. Rau 
took two strategic calls. 

“I brought in a team 
from PayPal, and engi-
neers from that company 
started to build our 
product stack for online 
payment gateways. At 
the same time, we also 
acquired Setu,” Rau said. 

PayPal is an American payments com-
pany that pioneered the digital wallet. 
Setu is a company that helps businesses 
quickly launch fintech products.

Pine Labs launched its online business 
with payment gateways in 2021. And it 
recently launched UPISetu, a UPI-focused 
platform for businesses and developers.

Online contributes to less than 5% of the 
company’s overall business today, but Rau 
thinks he can compete with rivals such as 
Razorpay, Paytm and PhonePe going 
ahead. “In the online payment space, now 
that our tech stack is ready, we want to go 
ahead and connect aggressively with 
e-commerce companies, financial servi-
ces companies, government institutions 
and small education institutions,” he said. 

The online side of the business is grow-
ing at 100% year-on-year but the offline 
part is growing much slower, at about 20% 
a year, he added.

In terms of sheer market size, playing 

One clear priority for Rau is 

exports—take products to 

international markets. 

While Europe is just starting 

off, the US business began 

about six months ago

Amrish Rau, chief executive officer of Pine Labs. He began his career by selling ATMs but is today counted among the veterans of India’s fintech industry.

‘We never had a 

consumer app. We 

have never been a 

brand that 

consumers connect 

to. That’s a natural 

evolution we have 

to make as a 

company.’
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ments made by individuals, 
which continue to be exempt 
regardless of the settlor’s resi-
dential status. 

Therefore, as a non-resident 
Indian, you would still benefit 
from this exemption when you 
transfer property into an irrev-
ocable trust.

The trust itself will not be 
taxed on receiving property 
from the settlor, as it  has been 
established for the benefit of 

your children, who qualify as 
your 'relatives' under the ITA 
provisions. 

Any deemed rental income 
from the properties during the 
trust’s lifetime will, however, 
be taxed in the trust’s hands 
(via the trustee) at the same 
rates applicable to individual 
taxpayers, since the trust will 
be regarded as a specific and 
determinate trust.

While there are no explicit 
ITA provisions exempting the 
eventual distribution of Indian 
properties to your children 
from tax, you may rely on judi-

Shipra Singh

shipra.singh@livemint.com

F
or the ultra-wealthy, credit 
cards are more than just plas-
tic; they’re status symbols, 
keys to exclusive experien-
ces, and occasionally, tools 

for earning rewards. Axis Bank’s new 
Primus card embodies all these fea-
tures, but with a twist: its exclusivity 
is so pronounced that the bank seems 
almost reluctant to offer it.

With a joining fee of ₹5.9 lakh and 
an annual renewal of ₹3.54 lakh, Pri-
mus has positioned itself as India’s 
most expensive credit card. This 
ultra-premium offering is aimed 
squarely at the country’s elite. Its 
closest rival, the American Express 
Centurion, charges even more, with 
a joining fee of ₹8.26 lakh and an 
annual fee of ₹2.95 lakh.

Both cards cater to ultra-high-net-
worth individuals (UHNWIs) who 
value exclusivity and privilege above 
all else. However, Axis Bank is delib-
erately maintaining exclusivity. 

The Primus card is available by 
invitation only, reinforcing its status 
as a trophy asset for the super-rich. 
The bank is targeting a microscopic 
clientele—just a few hundred high-
net-worth individuals—and is not 
rushing to expand its user base.

Exclusivity for the affluent
Axis Bank is not at all worried about 

the steep pricing deterring potential 
customers.

Axis Bank is not concerned about 
the steep pricing deterring potential 
customers, as the card is for the afflu-
ent Indian with high spending power. 

The features are built around the 
lifestyle and luxury of the rich, and  
the bank is targeting only this seg-
ment to sell the card, according to 
people in the know. For this reason, 
the Primus card is being promoted as 
an invite-only card.

The bank plans to keep the card’s 
user base limited to a few thousand at 
most, following a philosophy similar 
to that of the Amex Centurion, which 
reportedly has 2,000-2,500 active 
users in India, though Mint could not 
independently verify this. 

This level of exclusivity will ensure 
that Primus remains a status symbol 
among the elite.

Balancing luxury and rewards
In the realm of super-premium 

cards, lifestyle privileges often out-
weigh monetary benefits. However, 

value this provides to UHNWIs.
“For those who travel internation-

ally first or business class, unlimited 
free companion tickets in the same 
cabin is an amazing benefit,” Mandal 
said. The complimentary companion 
airfare allows a cardholder to bring a 
guest along at no extra cost.

Beyond these rewards, Primus also 
offers an array of luxury benefits, 
including concierge services, unlim-
ited airport transfers, meet-and-greet 
services at airports, memberships to 
Taj Epicure and Bloomberg, unlim-
ited lounge access at both domestic 
and international airports, discounts 
at Michelin-star restaurants, zero 
forex markup, and complimentary 
stays at select hotels.

Verdict: Bold but evolving
Primus is undoubtedly a bold move 

by Axis Bank, positioning itself along-
side global heavyweights like the J.P. 

Morgan Reserve and Amex Centu-
rion. The primary attraction of these 
high-end lifestyle credit cards is their 
exclusivity. 

However, with Primus, experts are 
adopting a cautious “wait and watch” 
approach to assess its acceptance and 
determine whether the bank can 
deliver the level of service expected at 
this price point.

“People take the cards for extreme 
credit limits and exceptional global 
concierge service that doesn’t offer 
no as an answer to any request the 
cardholder makes. 

While Amex and J.P. Morgan have 
proven track records on both fronts, 
Axis doesn’t have a good reputation 
for their customer service. It needs to 
be seen what the bank will deliver 
with Primus,” said Ghongadi.

When it comes to lifestyle benefits, 
there’s a consensus that more could 
have been offered. “Given the fees, 
the lifestyle benefits fall short,” said 
Mandal.

However, despite the shortcom-
ings in lifestyle perks, Primus stands 
out for its rewards programme. “Axis 
has compensated for the lack of lifes-
tyle benefits with a strong rewards 
programme. If our client is offered 
Primus, we will definitely suggest 
they accept it, as we prioritize credit 
card rewards over exclusivity,” Ghon-
gadi added.

Primus' rewards programme is 
particularly notable compared to the 
Centurion, which, while offering out-
standing concierge services and elite 
hotel status—such as Hilton Honors 
Diamond Elite and Marriott Bonvoy 
Gold Elite—doesn’t match Primus in 
this area.

“Ultra-luxury credit cards are typi-
cally known more for luxury benefits 
than their rewards programmes, but 
Axis has taken a different approach by 
trying to balance both,” said Mandal. 

“In any case, a good rewards rate 
with no capping is a strong proposi-
tion for Primus, especially since it’s 
designed for UHNWIs who are 
already high spenders and dosn’t 
need to manufacture spends for 
rewards,” added Mandal.

Axis Bank’s unthinkable move: A 
credit card that you just can’t buy

Primus isn’t just plastic; it’s an invitation-only card that flaunts a price tag embodying wealth and exclusivity

Axis Primus: Costliest bank credit card

*it is possible to get Re 1 value per 
partner point. However, it's 
indicative and may not always be 
the case

�100 = 1 EDGE Mile (EM)

1 EM = 5 partner points

1 EM = �1 redemption 
value 

5%* partner points rate

1% reward rate 

Reward rate

Other perks 

Welcome bonus:
 ITC gift voucher worth 
�40,000
 25,000 EMs

Quarterly spending 
milestone earning: 
 15,000 EMs on 
�20-30 lakh
 25,000 EMs on 
�30-50 lakh
 35,000 EMs on over 
�50 lakh

Forex markup: 0

Airlines

Hotels

Accor, IHG® hotels & resorts, ITC, 
Marriott International, Wyndham Hotels 
& Resorts

Air Asia, Air Canada, 
Air France – KLM, 
Air India, Air Vistara, 
Ethiopian Airlines, 
Etihad Airways, 
Qantas Airways, 
Qatar Airways, 
Singapore Airlines, 
SpiceJet, 
Thai Airways, 
Turkish Airlines, 
United Airlines

Joining fee: �5.9 lakh  

Annual fee: �3.54 lakh 
Joining fee: �8.26 lakh  

Annual fee: �2.95 lakh 
Eligibility criteria: Invite-
only; meant for UHNIs

Annual fee higher 
than Amex Centurion

Primus fees is for 1 primary and 1 complimentary add-on 
card. All fees mentioned includes 18% GST  

Transfer partners 
for Primus  

 UNLIMITED free companion’s airfare on purchase of �rst/business class ticket

 CONCIERGE 

 PRIORITY Pass: unlimited domestic and international lounge access for primary 
and add on 

 UNLIMITED complimentary domestic meet and greet and airport transfers

 TAJ Epicure, Bloomberg membership

Key lifestyle bene�ts

Data as on 16 August 2024. Equity is the benchmark Sensex return (price); cash refers to the average return for liquid funds category as de�ned 
by Valueresearchonline; gold refers to domestic gold prices available on Valueresearchonline; and �xed income is historic SBI �xed deposit rates. 
All returns are annualized. 

Source: S&P Dow Jones Indices,Value Research,SBIPRANAY BHARDWAJ/MINT

Returns on investments
Building a portfolio is a complex exercise, and it has to be maintained, too. A person’s portfolio holds di�erent types of assets based 
on his/her �nancial goals, and each asset class gives di�erent types of returns, which is why a portfolio must have an ideal mix of 
�nancial products. One must also keep in mind the volatility risk of the asset class, liquidity, lock-in rules and taxation. Here's a look 
at how four commonly used asset types—equity, cash, gold and �xed income—have done in di�erent periods.

13.11%

The return that 

Sensex has given 

over a three-year 

period

Fixed income (�xed deposit)Gold

Cash (liquid fund)Equity (Sensex)

3 YEARS 5 YEARS 10 YEARS

13.11

5.79

13.9

5.1

18.49

7.16
5.75

11.8

6.26

8.38

8.5

16.6

5.06

11.69

5.3

Returns (in %)

1 YEAR

23.93

We welcome your views and comments at

mintmoney@livemint.com

3 STEPS TO SECURE 

YOUR MONEY WHEN 

YOU NEED IT MOST

F
inancial independence and early retirement—a dream for 
many may remain a distant dream for many more. Finsafe 
India's State of Financial Wellbeing at Workplace Report 

2024-25, a survey taken by 4,289 working professionals, shows 
that being unprepared for long-term monetary goals and job loss 
are among the top financial challenges. This is not surprising, 
given that 50% of the respondents reported saving less than 20% 
of their take-home salary.

In fact, over the last three years that the annual survey has been 
conducted, the proportion of high savers (people saving more 
than 40% of their take-home salary) has been declining, and there 
is a notable increase in the percentage of individuals who are not 
prepared for emergencies. Besides, an increasing majority of 
respondents are worried about achieving financial goals.

Indians are financially stressed, and this cannot bode well for 
the economy.

While people save, get insured and invest, they are not sure 
how to assess the right amount and instrument. Take the case of 
an emergency fund—one relies on what is in the savings account. 
With loans being readily available, individuals try to maximize 
returns by investing these funds in equities, not realizing the 
impact high-cost loans can have on one’s finances. A similar 
thought process plays out in the case of life insurance, which 
leads to people buying investment-linked insurance policies 
instead of focusing on life cover through a term plan.

The three steps: Here is how people can address the two main 
financial stressors highlighted in the report, and get from being 
underinsured and underinvested to having enough capital for 
uncertainties and financial goals.

To start, set aside three to six months of expenses in a fixed 
deposit. It is the most accessible invest-
ment at the time of need.

Take an external health insurance 
cover in addition to the employer 
cover to have continuous coverage in 
case of job loss. The Arogya Sanjeevani 
would suffice as an additional cover. It 
is a standard health cover provided by 
all insurance companies.

The emergency fund can only help 
up to a point. With the changing job environment and financial 
goals getting costlier, one must build a good foundation by saving 
at least 30-40% of the take home. This can happen only by par-
tially reducing lifestyle expenses and limiting monthly install-
ments to 30% of the salary.

A person with high savings has investments compounding, 
whereas a person with high loans has the interest paid com-
pounding. For example, A and B earn ₹10 lakh per year each, with 
both spending 30% on expenses. A invests 40% of the take-home 
salary and has 30% going towards loans. B invests 20% of the sal-
ary and has 50% of it going towards loan repayment. Assuming 
10% per annum return on investment (RoI) and loan interest at 
9% per annum, at the end of 20 years, net of expenses and EMI, 
A will have ₹1.35 crore while B’s net worth would be negative ₹32 
lakh. Clearly, saving money today may be painful but it does 
beautify life tomorrow.

Invest in equities: The benefits of starting to invest early are 
well known. Increasing these investments by 10% every year has 
a snowball effect and will help build a substantially larger corpus. 
If A invests ₹15,000 every month in a systematic investment plan 
and assuming 12% RoI, at the end of 30 years, the corpus would 
be ₹4.62 crore. If A steps up the SIP by 10% every year, the corpus 
at the end of 30 years would be ₹11.97 crore.

Having a high equity allocation, especially for long-term finan-
cial goals, is becoming imperative. For all the brouhaha around 
equities, the percentage allocation at a household level is less 
than 10%. At least 30-40% equity allocation is a must to be able 
to reach the large goal values. 

Sample this: ₹25,000 invested every month for 25 years will 
grow to ₹2 crore @ 7% versus ₹3.35 crore @ 10% per annum . The 
kicker in returns can come only from equities, that too when they 
are invested the right way through mutual funds and not by trad-
ing or buying random stocks. A simple strategy would be to invest 
in a Nifty 50 index fund and hold it for a minimum of 7-10 years.

Investing 40% of the take-home salary, stepping up invest-
ments regularly, and having high equity allocation can go a long 
way in building a good corpus to tide over uncertain times, as well 
as meeting financial goals.

Mrin Agarwal is founder-director of Finsafe India.

Having a high 
equity share in 
your portfolio 
is imperative to 
meet long-term 
financial goalsAxis Primus is striving to balance 

both by offering substantial rewards 
along with luxury perks.

Primus provides impressive earn-
ing and redemption rates, rewarding 
customers on all 
expenditures with no 
exclusions. For every 
₹100 spent, cardholders 
earn 1 EDGE Mile (EM), 
which could be con-
verted to partner points 
at a 1:5 ratio.

According to Sumanta 
Mandal, founder of 
TechnoFino, a platform 
specializing in credit 
card reviews, this translates to a nota-
ble 5% rewards rate for partner trans-
fers, making it a compelling proposi-
tion.

Axis Bank has partnered approxi-
mately 20 international airlines and 

hotel chains, including major brands 
such as Etihad, Qatar Airways, Singa-
pore Airlines, United Airlines, Air 
India, Marriott, Accor, ITC, and IHG 
Hotels & Resorts.

In addition to regular 
rewards, it offers mile-
stone bonuses of 15,000, 
25,000 and 35,000 EMs 
for quarterly spends of 
₹20-30 lakh, ₹30-50 
lakh, and over ₹50 lakh, 
respectively. Even at the 
lowest spending tier the 
reward rate can reach an 
impressive 8%.

A standout feature of 
Primus is Complimentary Compan-
ion airfare for first or business class 
tickets. Tejas Ghongadi, co-founder, 
The Points Code, a platform advising 
credit card users on optimizing 
rewards, highlighted the significant 

A standout 
feature of Primus 
is complimentary 

companion 
airfare for 

first or business 
class tickets

Liked this 
story? Please 
share it by 
scanning the 
QR code
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T
he wider crypto market 
including Bitcoin is 
nursing sharp losses for 

the month so far even as global 
stocks push back to record 
highs after shaking off growth 
scare over the US economy.

The largest digital asset has 
fallen about 10% in August, 
lagging a gain of almost 1% in 

MSCI Inc.’s world share index 
as well as a jump in gold to all-
time high. A Bloomberg global 
bond gauge has added nearly 
2% over the same period.

Analysts flagged the risk of 
disposals of Bitcoin seized by 
the US government—which is 
thought to hold $12 billion 
worth of crypto—as among 
the challenges for digital 
assets. Blockchain data indi-
cates the US last week moved 

$600 million of confiscated 
Bitcoin to a wallet on the 
exchange operated by Coin-
base Global Inc., according to 
an analysis by Arkham Intelli-
gence.

Possible US government 
sales are “resulting in this 
temporary downward price 
pressure,” said Khushboo 
Khullar, venture partner at 
Lightning Ventures, which 
invests in Bitcoin-linked 

firms. “We expect this gap to 
close soon.” 

A gauge of top 100 digital 
assets suffered its worst drop 
on 5 August since November 
2022. The retreat came 
alongside a plunge in equities 
as US growth fears and an 
unwinding yen carry trade 
damaged risk appetite world-
wide.

Expectations for US econ-
omy have since stabilized on 

reassuring data and MSCI’s 
global share index is now just 
1.5% below a record set in July.

Appetite for crypto expo-
sure, in contrast, is fraying. An 
example of that comes from 
the so-called funding rate for 
Bitcoin perpetual futures on 
Binance exchange, the largest 
for digital assets. These con-
tracts are often used by specu-
lators as they don’t have a set 
expiry. But CryptoQuant fig-

ures show the funding rate — 
the cost for the positions — is 
the most negative since 2022, 
signaling diminished ardor 
from fast-money traders.

Bitcoin reached a record of 
$73,798 in March, lifted by 
bets on looser US monetary 
policy and inflows into dedi-
cated US exchange-traded 
funds. Subscriptions for the 
seven-month-old ETFs subse-
quently cooled.

Sliding Bitcoin struggling to harness rebound in risk appetite

Harshal Bhuta 

I am an NRI living in Dubai 
and plan to retire in 1-2 
years and move to the UK. I 
have one son residing in the 
UK and another in India. I 
intend to create an Indian 
trust and transfer my prop-
erty investments in India 
into the trust. The proper-
ties will be divided equally 
between them and trans-
ferred to them after my 
passing. Will this have any 
tax implications in India 
for my son residing in the 
UK, my son in India, or me? 
—Name withheld on request

An irrevocable settlement of 
Indian property into a trust is 
not subject to capital gains tax 
under the Income Tax Act of 
1961 (ITA). 

The recent Finance Act (No. 
2) of 2024, has removed this 
exemption for entities other 
than individuals and Hindu 
Undivided Families (HUF). 

However, this change does 
not affect irrevocable settle-

cial precedents to take such a 
position.

It is important to note that 
the Indian trust law restricts 
appointing non-residents or 
foreign-domiciled individuals 
as trustees. Additionally, 
Indian foreign exchange laws 
do not contain any provisions 
dealing with trusts, though 
your proposed succession 
planning through an Indian 
trust should be permissible in 
my view.

Considering the complexi-
ties revolving around creation, 
administration and dissolu-
tion of trusts under various 
Indian laws and also drafting of 
the trust deed, it is recom-
mended to seek professional 
advice in this regard.  

Harshal Bhuta is a partner at 
chartered accountancy firm 
P.R. Bhuta & Co.

Indian trusts: Tax implications for NRIs
ISTOCKPHOTO
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value addition. Deeper study is needed.
A large section of informal small busi-

nesses involves sales of products and servi-
ces directly to the end customer at wafer thin 
margins. These could be, for instance, sell-
ing vegetables or carrying out shoe repair, 
and often are single-person enterprises. For 
them, entering the GST net has a disincen-
tive, even if they grow above the exemption 
threshold, since they do not derive any input 
tax credit, nor can they pass on the burden to 
their customer due to a competitive market. 
How then can we motivate them to join 
GST? There is also a significant cost related 
to financial literacy barrier and compliance. 
This can be addressed through more GST 
helpdesks (sewa kendras) and a free, easy to 
use super-app that caters to all their tax, pro-
curement, billing, inventory and planning 
needs. Just as BHIM was developed for digi-
tal payments, so is an enterprise resource 
planning needed for micro businesses.

Undoubtedly, formalization helps small 
businesses scale up and improve viability. It 
also helps them access the bill discounting 
market to address problem of delayed pay-
ments. But their entry into the formal econ-
omy, even to join the GST network or access 
formal credit, poses hurdles, which call for 
innovative and enabling policies.

conducted only once every five years. The 
recent surveys offer insight into the working 
and prospects of micro, small and medium 
enterprises (MSME). It covers only unincor-
porated businesses. Several committees 
have studied the challenges MSMEs face and 
the policies needed for their healthy growth. 
An MSME law was passed in 2006. There is 
a ministry devoted to MSMEs in the Union 
government as well as in most states. Yet, 
MSME’s, especially small ones, face numer-
ous challenges of formalization. Their eco-
nomic health is crucial for India to achieve 
employment-intensive and inclusive 
growth. That growth is supposed to be aided 
by the formalization of the economy, cata-
lysed by the GST rollout.

Over the two surveys, from 2021 till 2023, 
the number of enterprises rose from 59.7 to 
65.4 million, and the corresponding 
employment from 97.9 million to 109.6 mil-
lion. The employment numbers include sin-
gle person-owned enterprises and are lower 
than in the 2016 survey. These are non-farm 
enterprises excluding factories, companies 
and non-profits. The lack of robust growth 
in employment corroborates other evidence 
of a rise in farm employment post-covid.

Of the 65.4 million enterprises, 82.6% 
have an annual turnover of less than ₹5 lakh. 

L
ast month, we celebrated seven years of 
the rollout of the goods and services tax 
(GST). Its promise has been the elimi-

nation of the cascading impact of a tax on tax, 
inbuilt interlocking incentives which 
improve compliance, less tax leakage and 
the removal of friction in commerce across 
state boundaries. For small businesses, espe-
cially, it opens up a customer base across the 
country using e-commerce. Presently, there 
are 14.6 million active taxpayers, of which 
nearly 10.4 million have come in the post-
GST regime and are therefore new registra-
tions. They represent a formalization of the 
economy. To what extent have small busi-
nesses benefited from this formalization?

Examining the Annual Survey of Unincor-
porated Sector Enterprises (ASUSE) can 
help answer this. The survey is conducted by 
the ministry of statistics and programme 
implementation. Key findings are now avail-
able for the 2021-22 and 2022-23 editions. 
The one prior to this was thwarted due to 
covid,. And before 2015-16, this survey was 

premise that historically every dollar of 
revenue from upstream hardware led to 
more than $5-6 downstream, and since 
this cannot be foreseen now, today’s 
path is unsustainable. 

However, this perspective risks 
repeating the mistakes of Detroit, a city 
that once symbolized industrial prow-
ess but failed to adapt to global shifts, 
leading to its decline. We will discuss 
the commoditization risks for software 
from machines mastering human lan-
guages in other articles, keeping the 
focus here on the ascent of hardware. 

In India, the country’s engineers and 
business leaders must continue to 
assess the risks from a change in the 
hardware-software balance, even if they 
do not believe in a shift as much as I do. 

The case for strategic hardware invest-
ments: For both Silicon Valley and India, 
the need to rethink their approach to 
tech investments is urgent. Strategic 
stakes in hardware companies, particu-
larly those in semiconductor making, 
are becoming increasingly valuable. 
The dominance of TSMC and Samsung 
in chip fabrication and ASML’s lead in 
extreme ultraviolet (EUV) lithography 
underline the critical role of hardware 
in the future of technology. These com-
panies have built technological barriers 
that are nearly impossible to breach, 
making them indispensable to the tech 
ecosystem.

Indian business groups, traditionally 
focused on software and services, there-
fore need to broaden their investment 
horizons. Strategic partnerships with 
East Asian hardware firms, equity stakes 
in semiconductor companies and a 
deeper involvement in the global hard-
ware supply chain should now become 
priorities. The recent collaboration 
between Nvidia and MediaTek is a rare 
but powerful example of what can be 
achieved when software and hardware 
giants come together. Indian businesses 
should take note and seek out similar 
alliances.

An expected shift in engineering focus: 
India’s engineering talent, long cele-

brated for its contributions to global 
software development, must also pivot. 
The next wave of tech innovation will 
require engineers who are as adept at 
chip design, robotics-related manufac-
turing and semiconductor technology 
as they are at writing software code. 
Indian educational institutions and tech 
companies need to invest in upskilling 
their expertise in these areas. The rise of 
GenAI, robotics and mobility technolo-
gies is driving demand for advanced 
semiconductors, and India has the 
potential to play a significant role in this 
space if it acts now.

The strategic imperative of looking 
East: Chips are the new oil. In semi-
manufacturing, innovations are cumu-
lative. Individually, thousands of tiny 
process advancements occur on the 
shop floors of such factories. It’s not 
glamorous research, but their collective 
power makes it insurmountable for any-
one to join midway without walking 
similar paths through previous-genera-
tion processes.

In effect, for the best semiconductor 
investments to come to India quickly, 
Indian business groups must strive for 
board seats and ownership stakes in the 
world’s companies in charge of critical 
technologies, like they pursued owner-
ship in strategic assets in commodities 
earlier. Indian companies can benefit 
from a cost-of-capital advantage, and 
the valuation edge they have over their 
peers elsewhere should be used for 
long-term purposes. While businesses 
pursue such assets, Indian regulators 
must encourage their hardware pursuit 
through appropriate relaxations in 
external investment guidelines. 

One example of a valuation gap could 
illustrate the point. Hyundai Motor, 
along with other group companies, 
owns most of Boston Dynamics. Its 
Indian unit alone may fetch a valuation 
comparable to the parent group. For 
investors with access to risk capital from 
India, strategic global acquisitions 
could provide ample benefits for India’s 
long-term growth story. 

I
n the GenAI era, hardware is having a 
moment. While companies in East 
Asia surge ahead in semiconductor 

manufacturing, many in Silicon Valley 
and India remain rooted in the belief 
that companies making software—or 
what we deem as the application layer—
and those investing in it will continue to 
dominate this technology beyond the 
current aberrant phase. This belief is at 
odds with reality. The future of technol-
ogy is being shaped not just by code, but 
by chips, and failing to recognize this 
could risk more than investment gains.

Consider Taiwan Semiconductor 
Manufacturing Company (TSMC), a 
near $900 billion giant, posting 45% 
monthly revenue growth. MediaTek, 
collaborating with Nvidia on a new top-
tier processor, is seeing similar growth 
at 44%. Meanwhile, Samsung and SK 
Hynix in South Korea are experiencing 
a surge in chip revenues of over 80%. 
These numbers reflect a structural shift 
to hardware, particularly semiconduc-
tors, as the new engine of innovation.

Yet, many traditional application 
layer beneficiaries do little other than 
point to history and assume this as 
nothing but another cycle. In Silicon 
Valley, there’s a deep-seated belief—or 
perhaps hope—that this hardware surge 
will soon return to the status quo where 
software reigns supreme. A famously 
optimistic investment house called the 
hardware surge a ‘bubble’ on the rough 

A tech tilt away from software is clear and it’s time to put more money into high-end chip-making

NILESH JASANI
is a Singapore-based innovation investor 

for LC GenInnov Fund. 

There still are hurdles to small businesses going formal
AJIT RANADE & KIRAN LIMAYE

I
nternational Monetary Fund (IMF) deputy 
managing director Gita Gopinath recently 
observed that increasing workplace safety 
is an important factor in raising women’s 
participation in the labour force and the 
workforce (the former makes up for a 

broader cohort, of those looking for work, in 
addition to those who are at work and com-
prise the workforce). This has particular reso-
nance in India right now, given the shock and 
outrage across the country over the gruesome 
rape and murder of a medical intern at a Kolk-
ata hospital earlier this month. IMF research 
shows that closing the gender gap in labour 
force participation rates (LFPR) can raise gross 
domestic product (GDP) in developing coun-
tries significantly. If the gap between the LFPR 
of men and women is entirely closed, for 
instance, output could rise by more than a 
fifth, by IMF’s estimation. But even a smaller 6 
percentage point-odd narrowing could drive a 
disproportionately larger 8% rise in economic 
output. So, it’s in an economy’s broader inter-
est to have more women at work. Unfortu-
nately, even after counting the self-employed 
women in the workforce—no matter their 
earnings are only 38% of their male counter-
parts, and despite counting unpaid helpers as 
self-employed women—the female LFPR in 
India is only 37%, less than half the rate for 
men, and lower than Bangladesh’s 42%, and 
47% for the world at large. China’s figure for 
2023 stood at 60%. This was down from the 
70% level it had during its economy’s heydays 
of double-digit growth. Still, it’s clear there is 
plenty of scope for India to raise its female 
LFPR and also employ women in paid work. 

Gopinath did not just call for a much larger 
presence of women at the workplace. She also 

called for sustained multidimensional reform 
to improve India’s growth rate. Justice delivery 
needs to speed up, for instance, the quality of 
education must go up, the capital-intensity of 
growth must fall so as to create more jobs, 
import tariffs must come down, and land and 
labour reforms need to be pursued while the 
social security net is strengthened. All this is 
not, obviously enough, any blinding new 
insight. But since knowledge of what needs to 
be done has not automatically led to action, 
such advice is worth reiterating. In any case, 
enhancing women’s participation at work does 
not get the policy attention that, for example, 
improving the ease of doing business receives. 

So, what can be done to raise women’s LFPR, 
apart from improving safety at the workplace 
and on their way to and from the workplace? 
Societal prejudices inhibit women from work-
ing. There is the traditional notion that a 
woman’s place is at home where she needs to 
take care of the family and perform domestic 
chores so that the primary breadwinner, her 
husband, can go out and work. Many women 
also face restrictions on their movements. For 
those fortunate enough to go out and work, 
they should be sheltered from night work as 
also hazardous jobs. Never mind if such 
restrictions prevent them from progressing in 
their career on par with men. Such prejudices 
also colour the girl child’s progress right from 
infancy, disadvantaging her vis-à-vis her male 
siblings, be it on nutrition, medical attention, 
education, or an opportunity to build a career. 
It is vital we break such prejudices to raise 
India’s female LFPR. That will entail changes 
ranging from a higher degree of urbanization 
to reform of societal attitudes, and division of 
labour within the family. 

We’ve ground to cover 
on women in workforce

IMF’s Gita Gopinath has highlighted the need for safety to raise women’s participation in 

the workforce. This is worth reiterating. But we need attitude changes to get women to work
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There was panic in the
emerging markets a

year ago because former
US Federal Reserve
chairman Ben Bernanke
had said that he would
begin a gradual retreat
from quantitative easing.
Interest rates spiked.
Capital was pulled out of
countries such as India.
Currencies tumbled.

It is strange that US 10-
year bond yields are 60
basis points below their
peak a year ago. Last
week, the yield on
German benchmark
bonds went below 1% for
the first time ever. Data
from major countries
across the world show
that monetary conditions
are easy even as the US
Fed is close to winding
down its bond purchases.

The global financial
markets are in a strange
situation. The consensus is
that central banks will have
to tighten policy if another
financial crash is to be
avoided. There are too
many warning signals
flashing about a new global
asset bubble; but the actual
bond yields show that
traders are not pricing in
these fears as yet.

QUICK EDIT

Bond
signals
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ENERGY BASKET

Modi gets help
from cooling
crude oil prices

BY REMYA NAIR &

UTPAL BHASKAR

·························
NEW DELHI

Falling international crude
prices could provide a
respite to the Narendra

Modi-led National Democratic
Alliance (NDA) government on
the subsidy front and enable it
to meet its ambitious fiscal def-
icit target for the year to next 31
March.

Finance minister Arun Jait-
ley’s Union budget for 2014-15
calculated the fuel subsidy bill
assuming a crude oil price of
$110 per barrel. With the price
coming down to $100.04 per
barrel (on 18 August) and the
Indian rupee also stabilizing
around the `60 per dollar
mark, a rough calculation
shows that the government
could save up to `5,000-6,000
crore in oil subsidies if crude
prices remain around these lev-
els till the end of the fiscal year.

The 2014-15 budget estimat-
ed India’s subsidy bill at `2.6
trillion, or 2.03% of gross do-
mestic product (GDP), with oil
subsidies amounting to `63,500
crore. Food subsidies of `1.15
trillion and fertilizer subsidies
of `73,000 crore were the other
major components of the sub-
sidy bill.

Falling international crude
prices, a stable rupee and con-
tinuation of the monthly price
hikes for diesel could contain
the subsidy bill, said Devendra
Kumar Pant, chief economist at
India Ratings and Research Pvt.
Ltd.

India plans to contain its fis-
cal deficit at 4.1% of GDP in
2014-15, against 4.5% of GDP in
the previous year.

“The under-recovery for die-
sel could fall to below `1 per li-
tre because of all these reasons.
So the actual subsidy bill for
this year may fall. However,
rollovers from last fiscal year of
around `35,000 crore could im-
pact the subsidy math,” Pant
said.

Under-recovery refers to the
difference between what it
costs oil refiners to produce
one litre of diesel or petrol from
crude oil and the price at which
they sell the product.

According to the Internation-
al Energy Agency (IEA), the
world’s crude oil markets are
well-supplied despite the con-

flict in Ukraine and Iraq. The
price of crude oil reached
$132.47 per barrel in the Indian
energy basket in July 2008. The
price averaged around $105.52
last fiscal against an average of
$111.89 per barrel in 2011-12.

It will take some time for the
benefit of lower crude prices to
flow to oil companies and the
government because compa-
nies follow trade parity pricing.

According to the petroleum
planning and analysis cell
(PPAC), which works under the
petroleum ministry, the under-
recovery on diesel in the sec-
ond fortnight of August will go
up to `1.78 per litre compared
with `1.33 per litre in the first
fortnight of August.

As per the pricing mecha-
nism, refinery gate price, the
price at which oil marketing
companies (OMCs) sell the
product to their retail outlets, is
arrived at by adding various
cost elements associated with
import of products to their FOB
(free on board) price.

Pricing has been a vexing is-
sue for the oil sector.

While the finance ministry is
in favour of export-parity pric-
ing to reduce its subsidy bur-
den, the oil ministry is in favour
of the current practice of trade
parity.

The current method calcu-
lates the so-called under-re-
coveries as the difference of the
import and export prices of pe-
troleum products in an 80:20
ratio, as India imports 80% of
its oil demand. Under export-
parity pricing, oil marketing
companies will be compensat-
ed the difference between do-
mestic and export prices of
products.

India has an energy import
bill of around $150 billion, ex-
pected to reach $300 billion by
2030. India imports 80% of its
energy needs.

The under-recovery on kero-
sene and domestic cooking gas
for the second fortnight of Au-
gust continued to be `32.98 per
litre and `447.87 per cylinder,
respectively. According to
PPAC, OMCs are incurring a
daily under-recovery of about
`230 crore.

India decided in February
2013 that it would increase die-
sel prices by 50 paise per litre
every month, in the wake of the
government removing the
product from the purview of
the administered price mecha-
nism.

The decision was taken to
correct the fiscal situation and
send the right signal to rating
agencies.

“We anticipate a full deregu-
lation of diesel prices over the
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Falling international
crude prices may help
NDA govt meet fiscal
deficit target, save
crores in oil subsidies

Fairplay
guidelines for
fairness
products
BY SHUCHI BANSAL

shuchi.b@livemint.com
·························
NEW DELHI

For years now, companies
have flogged formulaic be-

fore-after ads to sell fairness
creams (read: creams that make
one fair), India’s largest cos-
metics category, accounting for
a `3,036 crore slice of a skin-
cream market worth `9,641
crore in annual sales.

Guidelines issued on Tues-
day by the Advertising Stand-
ards Council of India (ASCI), a
self-regulatory organization of
advertisers, may put a stop to
that.

ASCI claims the new guide-
lines will not allow ads for fair-
ness creams and other fairness
products to depict people with
dark skin as inferior to those
who are fair.

They should not depict peo-
ple with dark complexions as
“unattractive, unhappy, de-
pressed or concerned”, the
guidelines said. Nor should
they be depicted as being at a
disadvantage when it comes to
“being attractive to the opposite
sex, prospects of matrimony or
job placement and promo-
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HDFC Bank Ltd, India’s second largest private bank by assets, is the No. 1 brand 
with a value of $9.4 billion, in a list of India’s 50 most valuable brands released on 
Tuesday. According to the first-ever BrandZ ranking, commissioned by WPP Plc 
and conducted by research agency Millward Brown, mobile operator Airtel holds 

the No. 2 spot, while State Bank of India is in third place.

HDFC BANK INDIA'S MOST 
VALUABLE BRAND: REPORT

1
HDFC  Bank

(Banking)

9,425

2 3
Airtel

(Telecom)

8,217

State Bank of India
(Banking)

6,828

RANK 
2014

4 5 6ICICI Bank
(Banking)

3,536

Bajaj Auto
(Automobiles)

3,034

Asian Paints
(Paints)

2,812

8
Idea

(Telecom)

1,882

10
R-Com

(Telecom)

1,636

7
Hero MotoCorp

(Automobiles)

2,164

9
Kotak Mahindra 

Bank
(Banking)

1,721

BRAND VALUE 
(in $ million)

Source: Millward Brown 
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India’s protectionist policies
on food prices, though re-

ducing volatility, have resulted
in an inordinately rapid in-
crease in price levels. While
world food prices, following
several ups and downs, have
nearly doubled from 1990 to
2013, Indian food prices have
steadily increased sixfold over
the same period.

A comparison of the Food
and Agriculture Organization’s
Food Price Index and India’s
Wholesale Price Index (WPI)
shows the difference in growth
rates of Indian and world food
prices quite distinctly. FAO’s
index shows that world food
prices have risen almost 96%
from 1990 to 2013. WPI for
food increased a whopping
514% over the same period.

India’s policy of raising im-
port tariffs in times of surplus
and implementing export bans
during shortages has resulted
in a closed economy for food.
While it is a good thing that
this has protected India from
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Why India’s
food inflation
will not go
away
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If you exclude 50% of 
the talent pool, it’s no 

wonder you find yourself 
in a war for talent. 

THERESA J .  WHITMARSH

BLOOMBERG

have changed in 2023-24 when, as per the 
UDYAM portal, there were 24.9 million new 
registrations, and a further 6.34 million this 
fiscal year. So, the momentum is picking up.

As per the survey, there is a big difference 
in the turnover and the gross value addition 
(GVA) by those who file GST and those who 

don’t. The former have an 
average turnover of ₹4.1 
million and GVA of ₹1.6 
million while the latter 
have turnover of ₹0.4 mil-
lion and GVA of only ₹0.2 
million. This shows that for 
micro businesses, comply-
ing with GST is difficult. 
One curious finding is on 
the value added by all the 
65.4 million enterprises. 
The total value for GVA is 
reported at ₹15.4 trillion, 
which translates to barely 
5% of gross domestic prod-

uct (GDP). But the conventional under-
standing is that MSMEs contribute nearly 
40% to value addition or at least the GDP. 
This wide divergence cannot simply be 
explained by dividing MSMEs into incorpo-
rated and unincorporated and asserting that 
it is the former that provide the bulk of the 

Almost 99% of the unincorporated enter-
prises have turnover of less than ₹50 lakhs, 
and merely 0.3% have more than ₹1 crore. 
More tellingly, only 2% are registered for 
GST. Two-thirds of all unincorporated 
enterprises are not registered under any act 
or authority. Note, a lot of the benefits to 
small businesses are linked 
to their registration on 
UDYAM. These include 
collateral free loans under 
schemes like the Credit 
Guarantee Fund Trust for 
Micro and Small Enter-
prises. The latest budget 
included an additional 
₹9,000 crore towards this 
trust, and to increase fund-
ing to small businesses. 
Other benefits tied to reg-
istration are access to pri-
ority sector loans, lower 
interest rates, exemption 
from earnest money deposit requirement, 
preferential treatment in government pro-
curement, among others. Yet, till early 2023, 
two-thirds of all unincorporated enterprises 
were outside the formal tax and registration 
net. Why do they choose to forgo the bene-
fits of formalization? Some of this might 

It calls for 

innovative 

policies that 

incentivize small 

businesses to 

come under the 

organized fold

Invest in hardware for GenAI: Its 
ongoing boom is not a mere blip
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chancellor and an assistant 

professor at the Gokhale 

Institute of Politics and 

Economics in Pune. 



LIVEMINT.COM
VIEWS TUESDAY, 20 AUGUST 2024

NEW DELHI 13

T
he Organisation for Economic Co-op-
eration and Development (OECD) 
suggests that approximately 20 PISA 
(Programme for International Student 
Assessment) points are equivalent to a 
year of learning. By this metric, India 

was 12 years behind China in mathematics, science 
and reading abilities the last time India took the 
PISA test in 2009. At a macro level, the last 15 years 
have created a large gap between the world’s two 
largest countries. Between 2010 and 2023, the 
gross enrolment rate (GER) of students in higher 
education in China has risen from 26.5% to 60.2%, 
while India’s comparable GER has stagnated 
between 25-28% since 2017. Low foundational 
literacy levels in math and reading abilities at a 
young age and a low enrolment rate in higher edu-
cation has led to India’s labour productivity being 
44% lower than that of China’s. 

More importantly, a student’s inability to learn 
even basic reading, writing and mathematics 
has led to disillusionment among the students, 
teachers and parents. This is why 8 out of 10 
Indian students who enroll in grade 1 don’t reach 
grade 8, 25% of teachers don’t even show up to 
class, and parents are largely not concerned 
whether their child is learning or not. This has 
created a vicious cycle. 

The problem is not one of spending on educa-
tion but of the community’s involvement and atti-
tude towards education, which have a dispropor-
tionate impact on a child’s learning outcomes. 

In Vietnam, World Bank researchers found that 
as much as half of the country’s score differential 
on the 2012 and 2015 PISA tests could be explained 
by community factors like the expectations that 
parents placed on students and teachers, which led 
to increased discipline, with the country being 
among the bottom three globally in terms of per-
capita spending on education all through. 

When you compare this to India’s School Man-
agement Committees (SMCs), the primary modes 
of community engagement in our public education 
system, the disparity becomes apparent: 88% of 
government and government-aided schools have 
formed SMCs, but headmasters, teachers and espe-
cially parents are not fully aware of their existence. 

Breaking this vicious cycle requires institution-
alizing interventions to change the behaviour of 
key stakeholders who are part of these communi-
ties. This means creating a mechanism to raise the 
involvement of teachers and parents. 

We need to let our teachers teach. According to a 
study by Samagra, most teachers spend less than 
37% of their time in teaching activities, leaving 
them only 13 hours a week to do it. Under such 
circumstances, teachers move back to the default 
option of teaching students who they think have 
learning potential, while ignoring others. To make 

matters worse, low self-esteem, low levels of 
autonomy and lack of recognition tend to demoti-
vate them. 

We need to make it easier for teachers to effec-
tively teach in the limited time available, while 
showing them the progress they are making. This 
involves providing them with the right teaching 
material as well as tools and integrating technol-
ogy. A pilot study done by edtech Chimple in Satya 
Bharti Schools, where teachers were provided with 
an app that allowed them to assign tasks based on 
a child’s ability, showed children not only learnt 
better, but 94% of the teachers agreed that such a 
model was helpful for students. Technology can 
also be used to ease the administrative burden of 
teachers. 

Simultaneously, teachers must be given avenues 
to grow through structured teacher training ses-
sions. Currently, only one-third of teachers report 
that their in-service training was beneficial largely 
because these sessions are ad-hoc and do not focus 
on the core competencies needed for imparting 
Foundational Literacy and Numeracy (FLN). 

A framework to recognize top performers can 
create further impact. Madhya Pradesh has a 
Classroom Heroes programme that celebrates 
exemplary teachers and their practices. Such 
recognition has created increased ownership, 
value alignment and a renewed sense of vigour in 
teaching styles. 

However, students spend just 20% of their time 
in a classroom and the rest at home. This not only 
makes parents critical stakeholders, but also the 
primary demand-drivers for quality. 

Global studies have shown that schools with 
strong parental engagement are 10 times more 
likely to improve learning outcomes. 

However, there are pitfalls. The socio-economic 
status (SES) of parents skews their perception of 
their child’s academic achievements. High SES 
parents are more likely to believe their child is 
above average, compared to low SES parents, 
resulting in children of high SES parents spending 
over 70 additional minutes each week on educa-
tional activities. This creates a large gap in learning 
outcomes between the two cohorts. 

This is coupled with a lack of clarity among par-
ents on the role they play and their feeling under-
confident in supporting their child, given their own 
low literacy levels. Addressing this requires giving 
contextual information to parents about their 
child’s performance. This can happen either in 
parent-teacher meetings or through text messages. 
In the US, providing information on metrics such as 
child’s absence, missed assignments and low 
grades led to a reduction in course failures by 27%. 
Creating involved parents and teachers invariably 
leads to more involved SMCs. 

There are pockets across India and the world 
which have undergone a significant behavioural 
change to ensure their children learn. As they say, 
“It takes a village to educate a child.” But this vil-
lage comprises teachers, parents and community 
leaders. Finding ways to engage them will bring 
about the sustainable behavioural change that is 
needed to make India’s Nipun Bharat Mission, the 
National Initiative for Proficiency in Reading with 
Understanding  and Numeracy, a success. 

Reading and numeracy in India: 
It takes a village and much more

The Nipun Bharat Mission is vital for India’s labour productivity and demands our collective involvement at multiple levels 
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I
ncoming Starbucks Corp chief execu-
tive officer Brian Niccol is a star execu-
tive who is widely considered the best in 

the business. Quite frankly, it’s surprising 
the company was able to hire him at all. 
Despite the coffee-chain giant being one of 
the world’s most iconic and powerful 
brands, Starbucks has a problem for any 
incoming CEO. And that problem is the 
role of Howard Schultz.

As Starbucks’ long-time CEO who 
became synonymous with the company 
he all but founded, Schultz can’t seem to 
let go. He’s twice boomeranged back into 
the top job when the company hit turbu-
lence. And since he departed from the 
board a year ago, he has become a meddler 
—criticizing his successor Laxman Naras-
imhan and the board in a LinkedIn post 
and on a podcast, for example, even 
though he had handpicked Narasimhan, 
trained him, and set an aggressive growth 
plan on his way out the door.

It’s only the latest example in Schultz’s 
long history of undermining his replace-
ments. He wrote in a leaked memo in 
2007 that said under then-CEO Jim 
Donald the company’s stores “no longer 
have the soul of the past.” After Kevin 
Johnson left the company as CEO in 2022, 
Schultz said that he had returned to the 
helm because Starbucks had “lost its way.”

Schultz seems to have orchestrated his 
latest official departure from company 
leadership to make it impossible for Star-
bucks to disentangle itself from his grasp. 
He is the company’s largest individual 
shareholder and has negotiated to be 
chairman emeritus for life. 

A piece in the Financial Times earlier 
this month detailed Schultz’s ongoing ties 
to the company: he can attend and observe 
board meetings; he has a badge that gives 
him access to headquarters—where he 
also has his own parking space; the board 
reimburses him for the use of his private 
jet for corporate purposes; and he owns a 
stake in a business making olive oil for one 
of the company’s coffee drinks. The piece 
also cited a recent Bernstein analyst 
report, which notes, “Decision-making 
processes are still heavily influenced by 
the presence of Howard Schultz, albeit 
informally.” “We consistently apply the 
highest governance and accountability 
standards to the decisions we make, and 
we are transparent about them,” a Star-
bucks spokesperson told the FT.

That dynamic even played out in the 
selection of Brian Niccol. Mellody Hob-
son, Starbucks board chair, said she ran 
the choice by Schultz a week ago, who 

gave his approval. However, the two 
known activist firms that are circling the 
company—Elliott Investment Manage-
ment and Starboard Value—reportedly 
were not given a heads up.

It’s all more than enough to give any 
CEO candidate pause, especially a highly 
coveted one like Niccol, who could take 
his pick of companies. In addition to his 
track record executing a massive turn-
around at Chipotle Mexican Grill Inc, his 
time there gave him experience dealing 
with activist investors as well as iconic 
founders. In 2018, Niccol replaced Chi-
potle co-founder and long-time CEO 
Steve Ells, who struggled to right the com-
pany after a slew of food safety disasters. 
Ells stepped away as executive chairman 
two years later, saying at the time, “Brian 
has proven that he is absolutely the right 
person to lead Chipotle forward and I’ve 
never been more confident about the 
future of this great company.” 

With Schultz still lurking in the back-
ground, Starbucks likely had to make 
some serious concessions to lure Niccol— 
among them naming him chairman as 
well as CEO. Hobson was previously the 
company’s chair and is giving up the title 
to become lead independent director. 
Niccol had added the chairman title at 
Chipotle in 2020 and probably made it a 
requirement for joining Starbucks. But it 
also raises more governance issues for a 
board that is already under scrutiny. 

Corporate America has increasingly 
moved away from having a single person 
hold both titles. Just 4% of new S&P 1500 
CEOs were also named board chair upon 
appointment last year, according to exec-
utive search firm Spencer Stuart, which 
has also reported that 41% of S&P 500 
companies had a CEO with the dual title in 
2023—down 25% from a decade ago.

It’s well known  that Schultz built Star-
bucks into a retail juggernaut over a span 
of four decades, so it’s understandable that 
the board and executive team would want 
to keep someone like him on speed dial. 
But Starbucks is now turning into a 
B-school case study of why long-time 
CEOs need to make cleaner breaks with 
their companies. 

Otherwise, they risk tarnishing their 
legacies by turning themselves from an 
asset into a liability. ©BLOOMBERG

Starbucks’ new CEO could yet 
escape Schultz’s long shadow

Brian Niccol appears to have insisted on a free hand at the chain

Howard Schultz has legend status but he’s 

being urged to let go. AP
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billion through 2030, including on building 
2,000km of secure networks on the ground 
and quantum-encrypted satellite communi-
cation systems. 

Several challenges remain. Using QKD 
currently requires specialized hardware, 
such as single-photon detectors and quan-
tum repeaters, which must be scalable and 
cost-effective for widespread use. Addition-
ally, transmitting quantum keys over long 
distances, especially in real-world environ-
ments beyond controlled laboratory set-
tings, presents major technical hurdles. 

Moreover, the global quantum cryptogra-
phy race raises concerns about cybersecu-
rity on an international scale. If one country 
achieves quantum supremacy before others, 
it could significantly imbalance global secu-
rity dynamics. However, collaborative 
efforts among nations and the rapid pace of 
technological advancement provide hope 
that quantum cryptography will eventually 
become a cornerstone of secure global com-
munications. 

As quantum technology matures, we can 
expect it to play a crucial role in safeguarding 
information in the digital age. The race to 
harness quantum power is well underway, 
with the potential to redefine the shaky digi-
tal security we endure today. 

rately, through the use of unimaginably 
complex numbers. Quantum Key Distribu-
tion (QKD) and Post Quantum Cryptography 
(PQC) are the main competing methods. 

PQC is about pure mathematics, in which 
next-level cryptographic algorithms are 
made to run on traditional computers and 
are so complex that they can’t be broken 
even by a quantum computer. In contrast, 
QKD allows two parties to share a secret key 
that can be used to encrypt and decrypt mes-
sages. Its magic lies in how the key is shared. 
Using quantum particles, typically photons 
(particles of light), the key is transmitted in 
such a way that any attempt to eavesdrop on 
a missive would disturb the particles and 
alert the parties intrusion. This method uses 
the Heisenberg Uncertainty Principle, 
which states that certain properties of a 
quantum particle cannot be measured with-
out altering them (bit.ly/3Aty2Yw). 

In simpler terms, QKD works like this: 
First, a stream of photons (light particles) are 
sent that represent bits of information in a 
form recognizable by computer chips (0s and 
1s), but in different ‘quantum’ states. These 
states could be the direction in which the 
photons vibrate (vertical, horizontal, or diag-
onal). The receiver’s device can measure the 
state of these photons. The uncertainty prin-

I
magine sending a secret message to some-
one. Traditionally, you might use a unique 
code or encryption to keep it safe from 

prying eyes. But can you guarantee that no 
one intercepts or tampers with your mes-
sage, especially without being detected? 
That’s where quantum cryptography comes 
in. It’s a fascinating blend of physics and 
computer science that promises to revolu-
tionize how we secure our communications. 

Quantum computers, which can process 
vast amounts of information simultane-
ously, could break existing encryptions in 
seconds. This threat has spurred interest in 
quantum cryptography, which is safe from 
decryption (in theory). Given the value of 
secure communication for defence, finance 
and other purposes, countries worldwide 
invest heavily in quantum cryptography. 

At its core, it is a method of securing trans-
missions using the principles of quantum 
mechanics, a branch of physics that deals 
with the behaviour of particles on the tiniest 
scales, like atoms and photons, and sepa-

Quantum cryptography could spell certainty of secrecy 
SIDDHARTH PAI

is co-founder of Siana Capital, a 

venture fund manager.

China pursues quantum supremacy with 
significant state backing. In 2016, it 
launched the world’s first quantum commu-
nication satellite, Micius, which achieved 
long-distance QKD by transmitting quan-
tum keys between ground stations separated 
by over 1,200km (bit.ly/3yCWl5H). Addition-

ally, China has built the 
world’s most extended 
land-based quantum com-
munication network, link-
ing Beijing and Shanghai 
across 2,000km (albeit 
with over 30 nodes, each of 
which may be a weak link). 

The EU is making signif-
icant strides in quantum 
cryptography, focusing on 
collaboration and integra-
tion across member states. 
The Quantum Flagship ini-
tiative, launched in 2018, is 
a €1 billion, 10-year pro-

gramme to advance quantum technologies, 
including quantum cryptography. Being a 
union of sovereign states, the EU is also 
working on standardizing protocols, which 
is crucial for widespread adoption. 

India launched the National Quantum 
Mission last year. It aims to spend about $1 

ciple means if someone tries to intercept and 
measure them, their ‘quantum’ state is dis-
turbed. The receiver and sender can then 
compare a portion of their received and sent 
photons to check for discrepancies. Incon-
sistencies would mean the line has been com-
promised. If it is clear nobody has eaves-
dropped, they can use the 
detected photons to gener-
ate a shared secret key. This 
key is used to encrypt mes-
sages, thus ensuring 
greater security than 
assured by methods such as 
the Rivest-Shamir-Adle-
man algorithm, which 
relies on factoring large 
numbers (bit.ly/3WMK7PS). 

The US has been a sig-
nificant player in the quan-
tum race, with substantial 
investments through gov-
ernment initiatives and 
private collaborations. The US National 
Quantum Initiative Act of 2018 aims to 
accelerate quantum research. Organizations 
like the National Institute of Standards and 
Technology (NIST) are developing quan-
tum-resistant algorithms, even as firms like 
IBM, Google and Microsoft explore the field. 

An uncertainty 

of science can 

help ensure we 

are certain that 

nobody has 

spied on our 

messages
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H
eadphones and earphones 
have become essential com-
panions for millions today. 
Whether commuting, exercis-
ing, studying, or unwinding, 

everyone’s almost always seen with their ear-
buds firmly plugged in, seeming like they are 
creating a personal soundscape to navigate the 
bustle of life.  

If you didn’t know, there’s science behind 
this why we choose to listen to music at maxi-
mum volume, while stubbornly ignoring that 
gentle reminder on our screens urging us to 
turn it down.  Loud music, purportedly, enables 
dopamine release, amplifies emotional experi-
ences, and creates an immersive environment 
by masking external noise. In a  blog post titled, 
Why People Love Loud Music, published on the 
website of Loop Earplugs, Antwerp-headquar-
tered manufacturers of noise-reducing ear-
phones, writer Samuel De Koning alludes to the 
‘sacculus’ as a factor.The organ is part of the 
balance-regulating vestibular system in our 
inner ear. “It’s special because it has direct con-
nections to pleasure centres in the brain. It 
releases endorphins when stimulated by loud 
music, so listening to loud music is essentially 
self-medicating,” writes Koning.  

In a 2015 study conducted by researchers at 
McGill University, Canada, participants were 
hooked to an fMRI machine and their brain 
activity was recorded while listening to a 
favourite piece of music. “During peak emo-
tional moments in the songs identified by the 
listeners, dopamine was released in the nucleus 
accumbens, a structure deep within the older 
part of our human brain,” reports the January 
2015 article, Why we love music, in Greater 
Good magazine. “Music affects deep emotional 
centres in the brain,” the article quotes Valorie 
Salimpoor, a neuroscientist and lead 
researcher of the study . 

The emotional pull to immersing oneself in 
music can be strong but the resultant damages 
it can cause to one’s hearing capacity is impossi-
ble to ignore. “Loud sounds damage the delicate 
hair cells in the inner ear, responsible for con-
verting sound into electrical signals. Over time, 
this damage can lead to permanent hearing loss, 
difficulty understanding speech, and social iso-
lation. Additionally, noise-induced hearing loss 
has been linked to cognitive decline and other 
health issues,” cautions Dr K Susheen Dutt, sen-
ior consultant – ENT specialist, Fortis Hospital, 
Bengaluru. Prolonged headphone use can also 
lead to symptoms like tinnitus (ringing in the 
ears), muffled sounds, difficulty understanding 
speech, ear pain, and a feeling of fullness in the 
ears, Dutt notes. 

According to the World Health Organization 
(WHO), more than one billion young people 
globally are at risk of hearing loss due to unsafe 
listening practices. In an official blog titled, 
Deafness and Hearing Loss, written in February 
this year, WHO estimates that by 2050, nearly 
2.5 billion people are projected to have some 
degree of hearing loss, and at least 700 million 

recently upgraded to a high-end noise-cancel-
ling headphone for ₹15,000 because it 
enhances my work-from-home experience sig-
nificantly.” 

Increasing consumer spend paired with 
awareness of auditory health is causing ripples 
in the country’s audio accessories industry, with 
brands now incorporating innovative features 
into their earphones and headphones to main-
tain auditory health. 

“Audio tech brands are increasingly prioritis-
ing hearing health. Many now incorporate fea-
tures like volume limiters and hearing remind-
ers into their devices. Brands are also focusing 
on ergonomic design and noise cancellation to 
reduce the need for high volumes,” says Shishir 
Gupta, CEO of Noida-based Riot Labz, a design 
manufacturing company,  and Oakter, a con-
sumer electronics brand. 

Oakter’s audio accessories sport essential fea-
tures such as real-time volume monitoring, per-
sonalised hearing profiles, and smart volume 
reduction. There are also new additions like fre-
quency-specific adjustments, “safe listening 
time” reminders, and tinnitus masking modes. 

“Our latest range of TWS, neckband, and 
headphones feature ‘Adaptive EQ’, a technology 
powered by Mimi (a German company pioneer-
ing sound personalisation technology),” says 
Sameer Mehta, co-founder and CEO, boAt, a 
brand that manufactures audio products. 
‘Adaptive EQ’ is a technology that analyses each 
listener’s unique hearing profile and adjusts 
audio frequencies accordingly, restoring miss-
ing details and enhancing the overall listening 
experience.

“By tailoring the sound to an individual’s 
ears, it helps prevent the need to crank up the 
volume to compensate for muffled sound.,” 
Mehta explains before revealing that the brand 
is also planning to introduce ‘Safe Listening’ 
technology, which monitors volume levels and 
alerts people when they’re listening at poten-
tially harmful levels. “Our advanced Acoustic 
Noise Cancelling (ANC) technology effectively 
blocks out unwanted environmental noise, 
allowing you to enjoy your music without dis-
tractions. By reducing the need to increase vol-
ume, ANC contributes to overall hearing 
health,” he says .  

FOLLOW THE 60/60 RULE
 When designed intuitively, technology can 
help, no doubt, but ultimately, ensuring your 
ears’ health lies in your hands. Agrawal 
emphasises that the volume at which you lis-
ten to audio through headphones or ear-
phones is a critical factor in determining the 
potential for hearing damage. Sounds are 
measured in decibels (dB), and prolonged 
exposure to sounds above 85 dB can cause per-
manent hearing loss.

“Many personal audio devices can reach vol-
umes as high as 100-110 dB, which is compara-
ble to the noise level of a chainsaw or a rock con-
cert,” she explains. Listening at such high vol-
umes, even for short periods, can cause 
significant damage to your inner ear. The dura-
tion of headphone or earbud use is equally 
important. “Even if the volume is kept at a safe 
level, prolonged use can still lead to hearing 
issues,” says Dr. Agrawal. “Continuous exposure 
to sound, even at lower volumes, can cause 
fatigue and stress on the auditory system. Tak-
ing regular breaks is essential to give your ears 
a rest.” 

Here, the 60/60 rule can serve as a useful 
guideline. Listen at no more than 60% volume 
for no more than 60 minutes at a time. This 
practice not only helps prevent hearing loss but 
also reduces the risk of developing tinnitus and 
other auditory problems, Agrawal concludes.

The world’s slow 
response to the 
mpox outbreak
The plan to control the mpox crisis in 
Congo has been delayed for months

Shrenik Avlani

feedback@livemint.com

T
he Netherlands’ Sifan Hassan left 
the world behind in her first Olym-
pic marathon, this year. The loud 

and proud American sprinter Noah Lyles 
won the 100m but finished third in his 
favourite 200m race, losing to Letsile 
Tebogo of Botswana. St Lucia’s Julien 
Alfred beat the USA’s Sha’Carri Richard-
son in women’s 100m. Norwegian hur-
dler Karsten Warholm, world record-
holder in 400m hurdles, could only 
manage a third place. And Eliud Kip-
choge, the Kenyan marathon legend, 
didn’t finish. 

At the end of two weeks of high-level 
athletic performances at the Paris Olym-
pics, the podium places and medals have 
been decisively won but underneath it all 
is an on-going race for shoe -tech suprem-
acy. The usual suspects of the shoe world 
— Nike, Adidas and Puma — are still com-
peting hard out there. While Nike’s mara-

thon hero Kipchoge dropped out of the 
Olympic marathon after the 30km mark, 
Hassan, wearing the brand’s top-end road 
running Alphafly 3 shoes, set a new Olym-
pic record. On track, Puma scored a gold 
with Alfred in the glamorous 100m, Lyles 
streaked to 100m gold on Adidas Y-3 
spikes while Tebogo, in a pair of Nikes, 
zoomed ahead of Lyles in the 200m. 
Gabby Thomas (women’s 200m) and Syd-
ney McLaughlin-Levrone (400m hurdles) 
put New Balance on the board. No clear 
winner has emerged in Paris after Puma 
struck gold in track and Nike ruled the 
roost in road races in Tokyo Olympics, 
three years earlier. However, that’s mainly 
because most brands have caught up with 
Nike on carbon technology. While all the 
big brands have had a fair bit of success as 
far as medals are concerned, there’s  pres-
sure coming from young brands like Hoka 
One One and the Swiss shoes On, which 
has the legendary tennis star Roger Fed-
erer as one of its backers. 

WHAT MAKES A SUPER SHOE?
“In Tokyo, it was a race against the clock to 
update technology in our spikes and 
shoes. The playing ground has levelled. 
Brands have caught up with each other,” 
says Jose Van Der Veen, product line man-
agement head for track and field at Puma 
North America, Inc.  

Since Tokyo, all brands have continued 

to develop their foam, and everyone now 
has a more responsive,  lighter foam 
boasting a much higher energy return, 
which is what every athlete craves. While 
Puma focused on fine-tuning its Nitro 
technology, Nike, Adidas and Asics have 
launched revamped versions of ZoomX, 
Lightstrike Pro and FF Blast respectively,  

in the last three years. 
“What makes a super spike or a super 

shoe is the combination of ridged plates 
and foams and how these two elements 
interact with each other. We have 
invested a lot in foam development and 
have been able to continuously increase 
the responsiveness in our Nitro foam,” 

adds Van Der Veen. 
Alongside the foam, the shape and 

geometry of the shoe has also evolved. 
The rocking geometry with a boat-shaped 
curve has emerged as the most popular 
design. This shape aids in faster transition 
from foot strike (both heel and mid-foot 
strikers) to toe-off during a run.  What’s 
worth mentioning is that the performance 
of these shoes in elite competitions 
doesn’t just have a bearing on sales and 
profits. It also leads to transfer of technol-
ogy from the shoes used by athletes to 
shoes that end up on the commercial mar-
ket that the rest of the world uses. 

FROM SPORTS TO RETAIL STORES
The pair of shoes that Kipchoge used to 
run the sub-2 hour marathon in 2019, led 
to multiple design and technology trans-
fers in new shoes that Nike launched after 
that feat, said Nike’s chief design officer 
Martin Lotti. 

“The design elements from the carbon 
shoes have led to an Air unit running all 
through the base of the the Nike Air 
Zoom Pegasus Premium [set to launch in 
January 2025],” he said pointing to the 
pair of prototype shoes that he was wear-
ing during an event at the Centre Pompi-
dou in Paris during the Olympic Games.  
It wasn’t just shoes, even the clothes that 
Kipchoge and the pacers wore at the 
Paris Olympics, were designed especially 

for the event. “Nike works with 13,000 
athletes across multiple sports and disci-
plines and we collaborate with them and 
take their inputs while developing and 
designing our products as they know 
best what they need,” adds the Swiss-
born Lotti, who has spent the last 27 
years with Nike. 

Those technological developments and 
design elements , too, find their way into 
the apparels and accessories sold in retail 
stores for everyone to purchase. This 
couldn’t be timelier with a new marathon 
season just round the corner. 

With races coming thick and fast — 
BMW Berlin Marathon is on September 
29, Bank of America Chicago Marathon on 
October 13, TCS Amsterdam Marathon 
and Vedanta Delhi Half Marathon on 
October 20, and TCS New York City Mar-
athon on November 3 — one question that 
will be on top of the mind of hundreds of 
thousands of runners, as they chase tar-
gets, will be about what shoes and apparel 
to train and race in. Keeping the ‘Olympic’ 
sports tech innovations in mind, one 
wouldn’t be too far from the mark in say-
ing that marathoners and recreational 
athletes can look forward to enjoying the 
latest technology and design used by 
Lyles, Kipchoge and Hassan to help them 
in their fitness goals. Never mind that it is 
likely to leave their wallets significantly 
lighter. 

Listening to loud music 
on earbuds is addictive 
as it helps release 
dopamine, but to avoid 
ear damage, try the 
60/60 rule, say experts

High-tech shoes and 
apparel designed by 
leading sports brands for 
Olympic athletes will 
soon be yours to shop

— that is 1 in every 10 people — will require hear-
ing rehabilitation. Alarmingly, over 49 million 
individuals aged 12 to 35 already experience dis-
abling hearing loss from various causes. 

“We treated a 24-year-old university student 
who came to us with severe pain and swelling in 
her ear canal. She was an avid music listener, 
often using her earphones for several hours a 
day at high volume to block out noise on her 
commute and while 
studying. Over time, 
she developed per-
sistent ear pain and 
noticed swelling, 
which eventually led 
to difficulty in hear-
ing,” narrates Dr. 
Meena Agrawal, sen-
ior consultant (ENT), PSRI Hospital in Delhi. 

An infection had developed in the student’s 
ear canal, Agrawal recalls, exacerbated by pro-
longed earphone  use at high volume levels. “We 
treated the infection and advised her to moder-
ate her earbud use to prevent further complica-
tions. This case highlights the very real risks 

associated with everyday headphone use, 
beyond just hearing loss,” Agrawal adds. 

INNOVATIONS IN AUDIO ACCESSORIES
In recent years, consumer spending on audio 
accessories in India has seen a notable increase, 
driven by the perception of these personal devi-
ces as style statements and advancements in 
technology. According to a 2023 report by 

C o u n t e r p o i n t 
Research, the Indian 
headphones market, 
particularly the True 
Wireless Stereo (blue-
tooth-powered) devi-
ces segment, has been 
expanding rapidly. 
The report noted that 

the TWS market shipments registered an 
increase of 34% YoY in 2023. “I have spent 
around ₹8,000 on my current pair of wireless 
earbuds because I value sound quality and com-
fort,” says Ankur Srivastava, 30, a tech enthusi-
ast from Delhi. Similarly, Disha Taneja, 26, a 
marketing professional in Mumbai, notes, “I 

Audio tech brands are adding 
features like volume limiters 
and acute noise cancellation 

technology to earphones 

Listen up: Unplug from 
your earbuds every hour
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A
 mutated form of mpox has been circulating in the Demo-
cratic Republic of Congo for months. Now the response 
to what has become a global health emergency faces a key 

obstacle: The country still doesn’t have a single vaccine. The 
absence of shots and challenges in understanding the spread of 
the disease in the central African country underscore how hold-
ups on the ground, a lack of international coordination and fund-
ing problems have hampered a swift response.  

The chain of delayed reactions to the crisis began during the 
last mpox emergency that ended in 2023, with the Africa Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention saying the continent didn’t 
get the appropriate support. Even as the threat from mpox 
returned and the organisation responsible for global vaccine dis-
tribution expressed its concern, Congo held off formally request-
ing vaccine donations. Drug regulators in the country only 
approved emergency use for the shots in June.

Meanwhile, multiple countries, organisations and potential 
donors are trying to help but are only just starting to coordinate 
a joint response.  “I don’t think the world has learned that it didn’t 
make sense to stop the World Health Organization emergency 

last year,” said Tulio De Oliveira, 
director of Stellenbosch University’s 
Centre for Epidemic Response and 
Innovation, in an interview. “If we had 
learned, we would have focused on 
stopping the outbreak.” Some experts 
disagree that the emergency declara-
tion should have been continued. The 
world’s focus has been elsewhere, 
according to Peter Sands, the head of 

the Global Fund to Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria. Mpox 
has been in Congo for a long time and “it didn’t receive much 
attention,” Sands said in an interview. War and other threats have 
demanded the attention of governments since the end of the 
Covid-19 pandemic. But the mpox outbreak should be a reminder 
that if disease surveillance and basic primary care are neglected 
“that can come back and bite us,” said Sands. 

COORDINATED RESPONSE

One of the organisations responsible for global vaccination 
efforts, Gavi, started holding daily meetings to discuss the Congo 
outbreak in May. As of last Thursday, it was still waiting for Congo 
to formally request vaccines. The country doesn’t have any mpox 
vaccines for the emergency response, but it has requested doses 
from the US and Japan, Samuel Boland, mpox incident manager 
for the WHO in Africa, told Bloomberg.

Coordination is going to be critical to the response, said Gavi’s 
chief executive officer Sania Nishtar. “We are all talking to the 
same donors but we need to coordinate and hopefully in the com-
ing days there will be a coordination mechanism,” she said.  
“What is sad here is that the vaccines are ready to go and there are 
certain things that are impeding these countries to have access 
to them,” said Javier Guzman, director of global health policy at 
the Center for Global Development. Without a rapid response, 
the disease will spread to other countries, he said.

Congo doesn’t 
have any 
vaccines, but 
doses have been 
requested from 
US & Japan
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