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QUICK EDIT

On remittances from abroad,
India remains the world’s top
beneficiary. For 2024, such
inflows stood at $129 billion,
according to a blog by World
Bank economists, almost dou-
ble thatof second-rankedMex-
ico, which got $68 billion, and
morethantwo-and-a-half times
China’s $48 billion. Globally,
such cross-border transfers,
usually made by a country’s
diaspora to support family
members back home, grew
5.8%,strongerthanthe1.2%rise
in2023.Thisreflectsarecovery
in jobmarkets in richcountries
after the pandemic slump.
Remittances rose 57% in the
pastdecade,outpacing foreign
direct investment, which
declined41%,wideningthegap
between the two. Remittances
give countries like India valua-
ble foreign exchange, helping
keeptheirexternalbalanceson
an even keel. They also tend to
hold up well under economic
adversity. Cross-border trans-
fers,however,mustgetcheaper
and faster in aworld of crypto-
currencies that know no bor-
ders. This is reason enough for
India to accelerate its e-rupee
projectandtheWestnottoback
away from global initiatives
aimedatdigital-currency inter-
operability.TheUS,on itspart,
should create a digital dollar.

Surge of
inflows

mint primer

What led to the record
trade deficit in Nov?

India’s imports in November
soared to $69.95 billion, sharply up
from $54.48 billion in November
2023. Merchandise exports, on the
other hand, declined to $32.11
billion from $33.90 billion in the
same period. Prominent drivers of
the trade deficit were higher gold
imports and falling realizations
from petroleum exports. Gold
imports touched $14.86 billion, a
fourfold increase from $3.44
billion in November 2023, driven
by higher volumes, likely fuelled
by festive and wedding season
demand. A sharp decline in the
export realization of petroleum
products added to the trade
deficit.

Is themanufacturing
sector slowing down?

The decline in goods exports could
suggest challenges in India’s
manufacturing sector, particularly
since exports are becoming
increasingly imported
components and rawmaterials.
Production-linked incentives and
the introduction of quality control
orders to reduce import
dependency are yet to show
significant results. Small
enterprises making components
are finding operations sustainable,
given the higher logistics and
production costs, and those
components are being imported.
This indicates the need for a
stronger domestic manufacturing
base to compete globally.

Is there room for
optimism?

The government remains
optimistic about achieving
$800 billion in total exports
(merchandise and services) in
FY25.While current challenges
persist, growing non-oil exports
and improving domestic demand
are positive indicators. TheWTO’s
outlook for amoderate expansion
in global trade through 2024-25
also provides hope for a rebound.
Experts expect gold imports to
normalize in the comingmonths.
The rise in non-petroleum
exports, which grew by 7.4% in
November, is a sign of resilience.

What about services
exports?

Whilemerchandise exports
struggled, services exports have
continued to perform strongly,
with November’s surplus reaching
a record $18 billion. Services
exports grew to $35.67 billion,
outpacingmerchandise exports in
November. The services sector has
clocked a compounded annual
growth rate of 10.5% between FY19
and FY24. At this pace, services
exports are projected to surpass
merchandise exports by FY30,
driven by sectors likemanagement
consulting, legal services and
engineering.

What are the challenges
fromhigh trade deficit?

Widening trade deficit puts pressure on
the current account balance. Rising
imports have increased demand for
dollars, weakening the local currency. The
rupee has fallen sharply inNovember and
December, compelling theRBI to
intervene to contain volatility. If imports
continue to rise, it will have a direct impact
on India’s forex reserves.
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India’s gold imports jumped fourfold to nearly $15 billion in
November, powering a 27% surge in goods imports. At the same time,
exports fell 4.9%. The result: A record trade deficit of $37.84 billion.
Mint examines the implications.

HowIndia’s trade
gapsoared, and
how itmighthurt
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Trade deficit

India's merchandise trade (in $ billion)

Trade dilemma
Prominent drivers of the trade deficit were higher gold imports and falling
realizations from petroleum exports.

Source: Ministry of commerce & Industry

Dec 2023 Dec 2023Nov 2024 Nov 2024
30

40

50

60

70

80

24220NN32023D 2
0

10

20

30

40

2

3

4 5

QUOTE OF THE DAY

NITINGADKARI
MINISTEROFROAD
TRANSPORTAND
HIGHWAYS

The Indian electric vehicles
market potential is of
₹20 trillion by 2030, creating
50 million jobs across the
entire EV ecosystem.

BYDHIRENDRAKUMAR
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Have your say on
Budget 2025.

A.

B.

C.

D.

20% tax with indexation benefits

12.5% without indexation benefits

Not sure which one is better

I don't know about this

What do you prefer for long-term
capital gains tax?
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TOP FIVE OTTORIGINAL HINDI FILMS

Platform: Netflix
Cast:Diljit Dosanjh, Parineeti Chopra

Platform: Netflix
Cast: Kriti Sanon, Kajol

Platform: Prime Video
Cast: Pratik Gandhi, Divyenndu
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Platform: ZEE5
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Platform:
Netflix
Cast Bhumi
Pednekar,
Sanjay
Mishra

TOP FIVE FOOD SHOWS
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India’s trade deficit widened to a record high in November, while
loss-making general insurers are set to get a capital boost in the

upcoming budget. Here is this week’s news in numbers, curated by
Nandita Venkatesan.

Year-on-year change (in %) in gold imports

Source: Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy
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INDIA’STRADEdeficitwidened toa recordhighof
$37.84billion inNovember,primarilydrivenbya331%
year-on-year surge ingold imports, commerceministry
data showed.Gold imports roseon thebackof festiveand
marriage-relateddemand, andrisingprices.Asa result,
merchandise importsgrew27%on-year to$69.95billion
lastmonth.Ontheotherhand,exports contracted4.9%
to$32.11billion.Thewideningdeficit is a concernamid
slowingeconomicgrowthandaweakeningcurrency.

GoldRush
Solvency ratio of PSU insurers

New India Assurance

National Insurance Co.

Oriental Insurance

United India Insurance Co.

-0.45

-1.06

-0.59

Source: Companies' data

1.81

Solvency ratio of an insurer is the size of its capital relative to all
risks/liabilities it has undertaken. Negative solvency ratio shows a greater
liability compared to capital.

THEGOVERNMENT is consideringacapital infusion
of₹4,000-5,000crore into its loss-makinggeneral
insurers in2025-26,Mint reported.Theupcomingbud-
getmayallocateadditional fundsbasedonthe insurers’
progress in financialperformance inApril-December.
Threeof the four state-ownedgeneral insurers—National
Insurance,United Insurance, andOriental Insurance—
havenegative solvencyratiocurrently,whichmeans
their totaldebt isgreater than theirequity.

Insuring Insurers

₹9,861
crore

THAT’STHE amount theHinduja Group is expected to
spend on acquiringReliance Capital. According to
chairmanAshokHinduja, the acquisition is expected to
be completed by January. The deal will come nearly a
year after theNational Company LawTribunal approved
the rescue plan for the bankrupt lender. Hinduja plans to
gowith the existingmanagement of Reliance Capital to
run businesses, butmay also divest 34 out of the
company’s 39 subsidiaries.

MegaBuyout

₹1.46
trillion

THEINVESTMENT realized fromincrementalproduction
andsalesuntilAugustacross 14keysectorsgettingbenefits
undervariousproduction-linked incentive (PLI) schemes,
thegovernmentsaid inawrittenreply to theLokSabha.The
PLIschemes, including forelectronicsmanufacturing,
pharmaandautomobiles,wereannouncedwithanoutlayof
₹1.97 trillion,with incrementalproductionandsalesofover
₹12.5 trillionandemploymentgenerationofover950,000.

PLI Progress

THESMARTPHONEmarket is staringat aprolonged
downturn.Annual shipmentshavedeclinedsince the
highof2021,with the2024volumeprojected tobe5%
lower than thatof2021.However, theaverageselling
pricehasgrownfrom$227 (₹17,500) in2021 to$258
(₹22,000) thisyear,mainlydue todemand forpremium
models.The lacklustremomentumhas raisedquestion
marksover India’s aimofbecominga$500billionelectr-
onicseconomyby2030, fromover$40billioncurrently.

39.5

Annual revenue ($ billion)

2021

2022

2023

2024*
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34.7

37.2

*Projected figure based on analyst estimates. Source: Mint research

Shipments (in million)

161 144 146 153

2021 2022 2023 2024*

Smartphone Slump
Inflow trends in investor category (₹ trillion)

*On NSE only; #includes primary market activity also; FY25 data up to Nov.

Source: National Securities Depository Ltd, Exchanges
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INDIANRETAIL investors investednearly ₹1 trillion
in the first eightmonths of the current fiscal year (April-
November), surpassing their total investments in the
previous twoyears,Mint reported. Around a third of
this investment (₹29,594 crore out of ₹95,876 crore)
occurredduring theOctobermarket dip, indicating a
growing comfortwith volatility.While this strategyhas
yieldedpositive resultswith recentmarket recovery,
analysts caution that volatilitymaypersist.

Retail Rules

Net cash outgo
in first
supplementary
demand for
grants (in ₹
trillion) over
the years

FY21

FY22

FY23

FY24

FY25 0.44
Net cash outgo is the effective excess amount after taking into account the
savings or higher receipts by the government.

Source: Department of Economic Affairs
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0.24
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THEGOVERNMENT’S first supplementarydemand
forgrants,whichseeksadditional fundsoverandabove
theamountsauthorized in theBudget,was the lowest
since2021-22, aMintanalysis showed.This indicated
improved fiscalmanagementand fewereconomic
shocks, economists said.However, fertilizer subsidies
remainanexpenditureoverhang.TheMahatmaGandhi
NationalRuralEmploymentGuaranteeSchemehasnot
yet foundaplace in thedemand forgrants.

ModestNeeds
Number of individuals who reported zero taxable income
(in million)

Source: Finance ministry
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THENUMBERof individuals reportingzero taxable
income in their incometax returns increased to490,408
in2022-23, recordinga6%rise fromthepreviousyear
but less than the549,288 individuals in
2020-21, thegovernment told theRajya
Sabha. In2023-24,only6.68%of the
population filed incometax returns.

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

Chart of theWeek: I-TTrends

PARAS JAIN/MINT

DATARECAP: THEWEEK INCHARTS
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NIFTY 23,951.70 247.15 EURO ₹88.59 ₹0.57 OIL $73.32 $0.22

Themarket undertone remains
bearish, with domestic indices
likely to takecues fromtheirglobal
peers, though analysts don’t rule
outabounceafter the straight four
days of straight decline.
“This (fall) is in reaction to the

Fedcommentary,”saidDeepakJas-
ani,headofretail researchatHDFC

RamSahgal
ram.sahgal@livemint.com
MUMBAI

D esperation swept over
global markets on
Thursday after the US
Federal Reserve indi-
catedaslowereasingof

interestrates, sendingIndianstocks
lower for the fourth day in a row.
Marketsnowawait theonsetof the
annual Santa Claus rally, when
stocks tend to rise during the
Christmas-New Year holiday sea-
son.
While reducing the US policy

rateby25basispoints, theFed sig-
nalled itmay reduce rates twice in
2025 instead of four times as pro-
jectedearlier.TheNiftyandSensex
fell in linewith global peers as for-
eign investors dumped domestic
bluechip stocks. The cut in Fed’s
rate forecast strengthenedthedol-
lar,draggingtherupeebelow85per
dollar to anew low.
TheNifty closed below 24,000,

settling 1.02% lower at 23951.70,
while the Sensex closed below
80,000,shedding1.2%to79218.05.
The day saw intense selling in
banks, technology, andoil andgas,
heavyweightsectorswhere foreign
portfolio investors (FPIs) have a
sizeable presence.

Disappointment on Fed rate trajectory hits stocks worldwide

Fedsneezes, Indian
marketscatchcold

Dhirendra Kumar
dhirendra.kumar@livemint.com
NEWDELHI

V irtual shelvesof online
grocers, such as Ama-
zon, Flipkart, and

Swiggy, may soon see the
debutofanunlikely item:Sub-
sidized dal from the Govern-
ment of India.
The ministry of consumer

affairs is expected tomandate
e-commerce companies to
offercheaperpulsesunder the
Bharat Dal scheme on their
platforms, twopeopleawareof
thematter said.
The platforms, also includ-

ing BigBasket, Blinkit, Zepto
andJioMart,hadearliercom-
mitted to retail subsidized
pulses butmost of themhave
yet tomaketheessential com-
modityavailableontheirweb-
sites, limitingtheimpactof the
scheme, thepeoplesaidonthe
conditionof anonymity.
While quick-commerce

companies Blinkit and Zepto
havestartedsellingsubsidized
pulses, that isnotenough, the
first person said. “All players
havetosell it,” thepersonsaid,
“enablingconsumers inurban
andsemi-urbanareas tobene-
fit from the scheme.”

Moongandmasoor tochick-

TURN TO PAGE 6

BharatDal,
coming soon
to an e-grocer
near you

next twoquarters,Kohli said.
“It will not cover the entire

inflation, butwewill take cost
efficiencymeasuresatourend
toensurethatwedon’tpasson
theentirethingtoconsumers,”
Kohlisaidonthesidelinesofan
industry event last week. He
said the company will most
likelycutgrammagethanmake
directpricehikes.
ACareRatingsreportnoted

a13%annual increaseinglobal
edible oil prices over the past
sixmonths. To top it, India on
14September imposed abasic
customsdutyof20%oncrude
soybean oil, palm oil and sun-
floweroil, resultinginaneffec-
tive duty rate of 27.5% on

TURN TO PAGE 6

SuneeraTandon
suneera.t@htlive.com
NEWDELHI

Y ournextpackofcookies
couldbelighterthanthe
oneyougotforthesame

price last time.Welcomeback
toshrinkflation,wheremanu-
facturers reduce pack sizes to
make up for costlier ingredi-
ents. Alongside, direct price
hikesare takingeffect too.
Packaged consumer goods

makers Britannia Industries
Ltd, Parle Products Pvt. Ltd,
ITCLtdandGodrej Industries
Ltd are working on reducing
pack sizes—grammage in
industryparlance—ornudging
upprices.Askeyrawmaterials
suchaswheatandoilcostmore,
prices of biscuits, cakes, soaps
and packaged staples are
expected to riseasmuchas7%
inthecomingquarters, indus-
tryexecutives said.
“Commodity prices are on

the boil,” said Rajneet Singh
Kohli,chiefexecutiveofficerof
BritanniaIndustries, referring
to costlier flour and cocoa.
Palm oil is now 40% costlier
from a year ago, Kohli said,
thanksinparttotherecent20%
importdutyonedibleoils.Bri-
tannia, which sells bread, bis-
cuitsandcheeseproducts,will
raisepricesby3–5%acrossthe

Soaps to biscuits
to costmore as oil,
wheat turndear

Britannia, Parle, and Godrej
plan to cut grammage. MINT

TheReserveBankhas flaggedconcerns
about sops announcedby several states,
evenas their tax revenuegrew faster than
economic growth ratepost pandemic, and
spendingquality improved in favourof
moreproductive asset creation. >P4

RBI flags state sopsevenas tax
revenue, spendingquality rise

Theconsumeraffairsministry isdevelopinga
repairability index forconsumerdurableson
the linesof star-ratingsystemusedfor
evaluating theenergyefficiencyofelectrical
appliances,Unionminister forconsumer
affairsPralhad Joshi said. >P2

In theworks:A repairability
index for consumerdurables

AccenturePlc secured$1.2 billionGenAI
bookings in thequarter-endedNovember
2024, bringing its total orders in the segment
to$4.2 billion sinceSeptember 2023. This is
its highestGenAI bookings in anyquarter,
signalling a rise in new-tech spends. >P6

Accenturereports$1.2bnGenAI
bookings inNovemberquarter

Dubbingby Indiansuperstars likeShahRukh
KhanandMaheshBabucangreatly lift the
reachandboxofficepotentialofHollywood
animation films releasing in the local theatres.
Take, for instance,WaltDisney’sMufasa:The
LionKing that is set for release thisweek. >P7

Dubbingbysuperstarsenhances
Hollywoodfilms’marketvalue

DON’TMISS
MINT

SENSEX 79,218.06 964.14 POUND ₹107.72 ₹0.07DOLLAR ₹85.08 ₹0.12

Securities. Jasani expects Indian
markets to witness a Santa rally
from next week after the recent
rout. “FPIs will leave for their
Christmas and New Year vacation
fromnextweek,andthemarketwill
see some reprieve with domestic

TURN TO PAGE 6

Rupee Nifty 50

Source: Bloomberg
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Nifty and Sensex closed 1.02% and 1.2% lower, after the Fed decision to
slow rate cuts rattled stocks worldwide. Rupee fell to ₹85.08 to the dollar

FALLINGSTREAK

FED LED
FPISmay have raised
shorts in derivatives
to account for the fall

DOW Jones, Nasdaq
had slumped 2.58%
and 3.6% overnight

INVESTORSwill eye
US GDP print for Q3,
minutes of MPCmeet

SARVESH KUMAR SHARMA/MINT
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In theworks:Repairability
Indexforconsumerdurables
India cannot be a dumping ground for inferior-quality products, says minister Pralhad Joshi

affairs, and electronics and
informationtechnology,aswell
as the state governments of
Andhra Pradesh, TamilNadu,

Gujarat, Karnataka and Uttar
Pradesh.Industryleadersfrom
textiles, automobiles, leather,
foodprocessingandelectronics

Unionminister for consumer affairs, food and public distribution Pralhad Joshi. HT

ManasPimpalkhare
manas.pimpalkhare@hindustantimes.com
NEWDELHI

N iti Aayog, the Union
government’s policy
think tank, has called

for building workers’ homes
closertofactoriesbyamending
existingindustrialzoninglaws,
in order to boost labour pro-
ductivity and enhance the
competitiveness of the coun-
try’smanufacturingsector.
Thegovernmentwill launch

the Site Adjacent Factory
Employee(SAFE)accommoda-
tionschemetoprovidehousing
to industrial workers, after
Union finance minister Nir-

mala Sitharaman spoke about
such a scheme in her budget
speech inJuly,NitiAayogsaid
ina report.
“Rentalhousingwithdormi-

tory-type accommodation for
industrialworkerswillbefacili-
tatedinpublic-privatepartner-
ship mode with viability gap
funding (VGF) support and
commitment from anchor
industries,” Sitharaman had
said inherbudget speech.
Niti Aayog said it proposed

the SAFE accommodation
scheme after consulting with
several Union government
entities such as theministries
and departments of finance,
textiles, housing and urban

alsocontributedtotheconsul-
tation, it said.Theschemewill
belaunchedasapilot in‘cham-
pion states’ under the aegis of
the ministry of housing and
urbanaffairs,NitiAayogadded.
It said building infrastruc-

ture for this is possible only if
investorsget lucrativereturns,
whichwould requireworkers
to pay about ₹4,000 amonth
for an 80 sq. ft space. This,
however, would work out to
around 30% of a worker’s
monthlysalary,makingitunaf-
fordable, thethinktankadded.
Direct government support
could reduce the cost of these
spacesby about25%, it added,
cutting the monthly rent for

workers toabout₹3,000.
“Whilethisamountiswithin

theaffordabilityrangeofmost
workers formallyemployedat
oraboveminimumwages,con-
sultationswithemployersalso
indicateawillingnesstosharea
portion of the workers’ rental
costs,”NitiAayogsaid.
It said thesewould be long-

term, dormitory-style accom-
modations exclusively for
industrialworkers,locatednear
theirworkplaces. Theywould
beexempt fromthegoodsand
services tax, it said, and called
ontheappropriateauthorities
tomake this exemption. They
would not require environ-
mental clearances, Niti Aayog

said,astheenvironmentminis-
try has issued a draft notifica-
tionexemptingprojectssuchas
industrial sheds, schools, col-
leges, and educational hostels
fromseekingECs.
Developers can get VGF of

upto30%of theprojectcost—
excluding land—from the
Uniongovernment,NitiAayog
said. TheDepartment of Eco-
nomicAffairswillprovide20%
of the funds, and the sponsor-
ingnodalministrywillprovide
10%, using the samemodel as
the‘financialsupporttopublic-
private partnerships in infra-
structure’ scheme, it added.

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

‘Buildingworkerhomesnear factorieswill boost competitiveness’

Niti Aayog said it proposed the SAFE accommodation scheme
after consulting with several Union government entities. MINT

Reuters
feedback@livemint.com
NEWDELHI

T he government is seek-
ing to clamp down on
unregulated lending

withaproposedlawthatwould
impose prison terms of up to
sevenyearsandfinesforunau-
thorizedloans, includingthose
throughdigitalplatforms.
A draft law seen by Reuters

follows stepped-up govern-
ment scrutiny since 2022 on
digital lendingapplicationsfol-
lowing an increase in com-
plaints about unfair lending
and predatory recovery prac-
ticesforloansmadetovulnera-
bleand low-incomegroups.
According to the draft law,

anylendingactivityexceptthat
authorized by the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) and by
Indian law would be banned.
Unregulatedlendingactivities
would attract a prison termof
up to seven years, and amaxi-
mumpenaltyof₹1 crore.
Thepenaltieswouldbeeven

stifferforunlawfulmeansused
to harass and recover funds,
with illegal lenders punished
with a prison term of up to 10
years, and a penalty as high as
twicetheloanamount,accord-
ing to thedraft.
The draft law also bars

unregulatedentitiesfrommak-
inganydeceptiveorfalseclaims
persuadingpeopletoapplyfor
loans. Offenders would face a
prison termof up to five years
andapenaltyof₹10 lakh.

Govt plans
jail terms,
fines for
illegal loans

Rituraj Baruah
rituraj.baruah@livemint.com
NEWDELHI

T heLokSabha’sEstimates
Committee has recom-
mendedthattherenewa-

ble energy ministry come up
with a single-window system
and develop standardized
power purchase agreement
(PPA) templates while setting
definite timelines for various
approvals toexpeditethesign-
ingof suchpacts.
Thecommittee, in its initial

reportonsolarparksinDecem-
ber last year, had highlighted
delays in finalizing PPAs
between solar power park
developersandstatesorpower
distribution companies (dis-
coms) as oneof the significant
challengesinachievingthetar-
getof40GWofinstalledcapac-
ityintheseparksby2023-24.It
hadattributed thedelay in the
signingof thepowerpurchase
pacts to factors such as lack of
cleardirectionsfromtheminis-
try, a prolonged internal
approval process and involve-
ment of multiple ministries
after finalizationof tenders.
Thepanel, inits latestreport

tabled in Lok Sabha, has said
thattheUnionministryofnew
andrenewableenergytoldthe
committeethatPPAsarebilat-

ber Sanjay Jaiswal, said in its
report tabledonWednesday.
“The committee, therefore,

reiterate their earlier recom-
mendationforestablishmentof
a single-window system and
developstandardizedPPAtem-
plates to set definite timelines
fortheapprovalprocessateach
level within theministry. The
committeeexpecttheministry
to take immediate action in
implementing these recom-
mendations andapprise them
ontheprogressmade,” it said.
Signing of PPAs has slowed

recently. In September, Mint
reportedthatsolarpowerpro-
jectsof about30GWareyet to
take off due to delays in the
signingofPPAsandpowersup-
plyagreements.
Therenewableenergymin-

istry,headedbyPralhadJoshi,
told the committee that out of
the seven solar parks being
developed by public sector
enterprises,onlyonesolarpark
of 100MWhas been commis-
sionedbySolarEnergyCorpo-
rationofIndiainChhattisgarh,
while the remaining six solar
parks are under implementa-
tion, and theprogress is being
monitored regularly and the
issues related to them are
addressed fromtimeto time.

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

‘Standardize power purchase pacts’

Solar power projects of about 30GWare yet to take off due to
delays in the signing of power purchase and supply pacts. AFP

eral agreements signed
betweensolarprojectdevelop-
ersanddiscoms,andtheminis-
tryoranyothercentralgovern-
mentministrieshavenodirect
involvement in
theirexecution.
The Estimates

Committee, con-
sisting of 30
members of the
LokSabha,scruti-
nizes the govern-
ment’s budget
estimates and
expenditures. No
minister can be a member of
thispanel.
Therenewableenergymin-

istry has also pointed out that

the Union ministry of power
has already issued standard
bidding guidelines under sec-
tion 63 of the Electricity Act,
2003,whichprovideanindica-

tive timeline for
the bidding pro-
cess.
“The commit-

tee are not satis-
fiedwiththereply
of theministry, as
itdoesnotaddress
the committee’s
recommenda-
tionsforsimplify-

ing the process and reducing
bureaucraticbottlenecks,” the
panel, headed by Bharatiya
Janata Party LokSabhamem-

The Estimates
Committee has
called for setting
definite approval

timelines to
expedite the

signing of PPAs

PTI
feedback@livemint.com
NEWDELHI

T he commerce ministry
this time around may
witness a repeat of 2011

when a discrepancy of about
$9 billionwas detected in the
trade data for the April-No-
vemberperiod.
This time, the issue involves

suspectederrors incalculating
gold import figures for
November2024.
In 2011, there

was over-report-
ingofexportdata
on account of
miss-classifica-
tions and double
counting due to
problems in the
computer soft-
ware, which was
gettingupgraded.
Noticing an unusual surge

in thegold imports inNovem-
ber this year, pushing the
country’s trade deficit to a
record, a commerceministry
official on Wednesday said
that theDirectorateGeneralof
Commercial Intelligence and
Statistics has taken up a
detailed examination of the

gold importdataandreconcil-
iationwouldbedonewith the
data received by the Central
Board of Indirect Taxes and
Customs.
India’s gold imports in

November reached a record
highof$14.86billion, register-
inga fourfold increase,mainly
onaccountof festivalandwed-
ding demands. The jump in
gold importspushedthetrade
deficit (thedifferencebetween
imports and exports) to a

record$37.84bil-
lioninNovember.
Trade experts

and jewellers
havemixedopin-
ions on the mat-
ter, with some
suspecting a pos-
sible error in the
datacompilation,
while others are

statingthatdouble-countingis
“very” unlikely.
The downward correction

in import data, if any, would
lower the tradedeficit figures,
they added.
“The gold import data in

November looks different. It
shouldnotbethismuchhigh,”
anofficialof thegemsandjew-
ellery industry said.

Discrepancy inNov
trade data suspected

India’s gold
imports in
November

reached a record
high of $14.86

billion, registering
a fourfold jump
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‘Breakglass ceiling inglobal
standards, shedpassiveattitude’
NewDelhi:ConsumeraffairssecretaryNidhiKhareonThursday
askedIndianmanufacturers toshedtheir “passive”attitudeand
recognizetheirpotential insettingglobalstandards,particularly
insectors likeartificial intelligence.SpeakingataConfederation
of Indian Industryevent,Khareexpressedconcernover India’s
absencefromthetopfivenationsininternationalstandardsmeet-
ings,whichshesaidweredominatedbyEuropeancountries.PTI

Coal-basedpowergeneration
rises 3.9% inApril-October

NewDelhi:ThegovernmentonThursdaysaidcoal-based
powergenerationrose3.87% in theApril-Octoberperiod
of thecurrent fiscal yearcompared to thesameperiod last
year. Imports for blending purposes by thermal power
plantsdropped19.5%duringthesameperiod, itadded.Coal
importsduring theApril-Octoberperioddropped3.1% to
149.39milliontonnes (mt)over154.17mtinthecorrespond-
ingperiod last year. PTI

IOC to investover₹21,000cr in
Bihar refinery, citygasprojects
Patna: IndianOilCorp.Ltd (IOC), thecountry’s topoilmarket-
ing firm, will invest over ₹21,000 crore to expand the Barauni
refinery inBiharaswellas insettingupacitygasdistributionnet-
workacross thestate,aseniorexecutivesaidonThursday.Previ-
ously, thecompany,alongwithpartners,hadspent₹9,512crore
inreviving theBarauni fertilizerplant, startingureaproduction
inOctober 2022. PTI

Govtasksdairy federations to
focusoncirculareconomy

NewDelhi:ThegovernmentonThursdaysaiddairyfeder-
ations shouldworkoncirculareconomybesides focusing
onenhancingmilkprocurementand increasing theprice
paid to farmers. In a reviewmeetingwith industry stake-
holders onWednesday, animal husbandry and dairying
secretaryAlkaUpadhyayasaidacirculareconomywillhelp
reduce the dairy sector’s carbon footprint and help
enhance farmer income. PTI

Sugar industryurged toexplore
ethanol-dieselblending, greenH2
NewDelhi:RoadtransportandhighwaysministerNitinGadkari
onThursdaycalleduponthesugar industry toexploremultiple
avenues for diversification, including ethanol-diesel blending
andgreenhydrogenproduction.Addressingtheannualgeneral
meeting of the Indian Sugar and Bio-Energy Manufacturers
Associationvirtually,Gadkari emphasized theneed for setting
upethanolandcompressednaturalgas (CNG)pumps, including
throughprivate sector participation. PTI

USconsulate likely toopen in
Bengaluru in Jan:Ambassador
NewDelhi:TheUSisworkingonitscommitmenttoopenacon-
sulate inBengalurunextmonth,EricGarcetti, theUSambassa-
dor to India, said onThursday. TheUS had earlier announced
that itwill opentwonewconsulates inBengaluruandAhmeda-
bad.Garcetti’s remarksweremadeduringan interactivesession
organisedby theUS-IndiaBusinessCouncil inNewDelhi. PTI
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T heconsumeraffairsministry
isdevelopingaRepairability
Indexforconsumerdurables
on the lines of star-rating
system used for evaluating

theenergyefficiencyofelectricalappli-
ances, Union minister for consumer
affairs, food and public distribution
Pralhad Joshi said.
TheRepairability Index isdesigned

to assess and rate products based on
how easily they can be repaired. This
initiativeemphasizes theavailabilityof
essential components and spare parts
in themarket,making iteasier forcon-
sumers to repair theirproducts rather
than discard them, the minister told
Mint in an interview.
“India cannotbe treatedas adump-

ing ground for inferior-quality prod-
ucts.Manufacturersmust takerespon-
sibility for deficiencies in service
andbeheld accountable,” he said.
This initiative aims tohelp con-

sumers utilize their products for
longerperiods, asmanynewmod-
els are deliberately designed to
makeolderversionsobsolete, forc-
ing consumers to purchase
replacements.
The star rating-type index will be

prepared in consultation with all the
key stakeholders, such as the Depart-
ment for Promotion of Industry and
Internal Trade, the ministry of envi-
ronment, industrybodies,manufactur-

ers and consumer groups.
Just as the Bureau of Energy Effi-

ciency introduced star ratings for
energy efficiency, the Repairability
Index will help consumers evaluate

howeasilyaproductcouldberepaired.
Productswithhigher repairabilitywill
receive better ratings, he said.
Theindexwillmandatemanufactur-

ers to establish service centres across
thecountryandproviderepairservices

within a specified timeline.
There have been numerous com-

plaints registeredontheNationalCon-
sumer Helpline regarding premium
vehiclesandconsumerdurablesmanu-

facturedbymultinational companies.
These complaints highlight delays of
upto45days for theshipmentof spare
parts. Such practices are against the
interestsofconsumerswhoinvest sub-
stantial amounts of money in these

products. “Lengthy wait times for
repairs are unacceptable andmust be
addressed,” Joshi said.
TheRepairability Indexwill encom-

passall categoriesofproducts, includ-
ing consumerdurables and vehicles.
“Gettingaproduct repairedontime

remainsa significantchallenge.After-
sales service has consistently been an
areaof concern.Thebacklogof 5 lakh
cases in various consumer courts is a
clearexampleof thedeplorablestateof
the service sector in thecountry,” said
Ranjeet Ranjan, amember of the par-
liamentary standing committee on
consumer affairs, food andpublic dis-
tribution, andaRajyaSabhamember.
“Introducing repairability ratings

willundoubtedlyempowerconsumers
to make informed choices by under-
standingthereliabilityandrepairability
ofproducts.Additionally, this initiative
will foster competition amongmanu-
facturers to improvetheir servicesand
ensure theavailabilityof spareparts to

achievebetter ratings,” she said.
AshimSanyal, representingcon-

sumer groups, echoed Ranjan’s
concernsandemphasizedtheneed
forarobustmechanismtoestablish
and enhance parameters for the
Repairability Index.
A well-defined Repairability

Index will not only ensure trans-
parency but also hold manufacturers
accountable forafter-sales serviceand
the availability of spare parts, Sanyal,
chiefexecutive,ConsumerVoice, said.

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

PROLONGINGDURABILITY
MANY newmodels
are designed to
make older versions
obsolete, forcing
new purchases

THE government’s
initiative aims to
help consumers
utilize their products
for longer periods

PRODUCTSwith
higher repairability
will receive better
ratings, encouraging
sustainable decisions

THE Repairability
Index will mandate
manufacturers to
establish service
centres across India
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Lightspeed leads$8mnfunding in
learning startupSeekho
Bengaluru: Seekho, anOTTplatform for learning, has raised
$8million inaSeriesAroundof funding ledbyLightspeedVen-
turePartners,whileexisting investorElevationCapital alsopar-
ticipated in the round.The startupoperates an appwhichpro-
vides short videos foreducationalpurposeson topics likebusi-
ness, technologyandmoney. Ithas startedwithvideos inHindi,
andaims toexpand to theother categories andgeographies, to
build a “Netflix for Learning”. ROSHANABRAHAM

LenderQuiDCashbagspre-Series
Acheque fromMINTCAP
Bengaluru: Business-to-business (B2B) supply chain digital
lendingplatformQuiDCashhassecured$4.5millioninapre-Se-
ries A round of investment led by existing backer MINTCAP
Enterprises.The latest fundingannouncementcomesafter the
Bengaluru-based company raised pre-seed and seed funding
fromahostof investors inFebruaryandMarch,which included
MINTCAP Enterprises and Stone Park Capital. QuiD said it
intends touse thecapital raised to invest in technologyand the
growthof the company. ROSHANABRAHAM

CurieMoneyraises seed funding
fromIndiaQuotient, others

Bengaluru:FintechplatformCurieMoneyhasraised$1.2
millioninaseedinvestmentroundledbyventurecapitalfirm
IndiaQuotient.Theroundalsosawparticipationfromprom-
inentinstitutionalinvestorsandangelinvestorsinthefintech
sector,thecompanysaidinastatement.Theinvestmentwill
bedeployedtostrengthenCurieMoney’scoreteam,advance
product development, scale its technology infrastructure,
andbuild strategicpartnerships. ROSHANABRAHAM

Climate-techstartupFitsol raises
$1mnfromTransitionVC
New Delhi: Climate-tech startup Fitsol has raised $1 million
(about ₹8.5 crore) fromTransition VC and plans to deploy the
raisedcapital toaccelerategrowthacrosskeyareas. Itwillalsouse
thefreshfundstoexpandoperationsbyhiringtoptalent,accord-
ingtoacompanystatement.Thecompanywillalsoallocatefunds
tobuildthefirst-of-its-kindsustainabilitysolutionsmarketplace,
tailored specifically for theB2B segment, it said. PTI

Veefin raises$11.5mnforproduct
development, acquisitions
NewDelhi: ITcompanyVeefinhasraised₹136crore (about$11.5
million) inthelatest fundingroundforproductdevelopmentand
acquisitions, it said on Thursday. Veefin is planning to raise
another₹155crore inthenextroundbyJanuarytoaccelerate the
growthof thecompany’sproductportfolio, solidify itsposition
as theglobal leader inworkingcapital technology, andenhance
integration across its recent acquisitions. PTI

ISTOCKPHOTO

such as the US, which it for-
ayed into in 2021.
The startup plans to ramp

this up by inv-esting in its
business inthesemarkets,par-
ticularlyEurope.
Further, Acharya said Zet-

werkended the financial year
2024withabout₹14,500crore
of revenue. This is about 27%
higher than ₹11,449 crore of
operating revenue it genera-
ted inthefiscalbefore,accord-
ing todata fromVCCEdge.
Further, the company rep-

orted ₹191 crore of adjusted
Ebitda (or operating profit
adjusted for employee stock
option costs) in FY24, higher
than ₹188 crore inFY23.
Operationalprofitability isa

crucialmetricas thecompany
prepares to gopublic.
“Profitability isagoodmile-

stone.We are already there,”
saidAcharya, addingthat “siz-
able growth” in scale also
helps. Zetwerk grew its GMV
to ₹17,564 crore in FY24 to
about ₹13,000crore inFY23.

tor-agnostic,weavoid invest-
ing in areas like real estate,
gems, and jewellery. We are
placing special emphasis on

LeslieD'Monte
leslie.d@livemint.com
NEWDELHI

I t's not every day that you get to
seeor interact inpersonwithBol-
lywoodsuperstarandKaun Ban-
ega Crorepati anchor Amitabh
Bachchan. But if you visit the

Juhubranchof IDFCFIRSTBank in
Mumbai,youcanengagewithanarti-
ficial intelligence (AI)-poweredholo-
graphic avatar of the veteran actor,
who is thebank'sbrandambassador.
Developed in partnership with

Ikonz Studios, the Holographic
ExtendedReality (HXR)deviceoffers
thebank'scustomersanopportunity
to interact with Bachchan’s digital
avatar and get information on its
productsandservices.Theuseof3D
holograms is not new. Back in 2012,
Narendra Modi used a 3D holo-
graphic avatar to address people in
Gujaratwhenhewas chiefminister.
Two years later, he spoke to the
nation as primeminister frommore
than 100 locations simultaneously.
AI-powered 3D holograms, how-

ever,promisetoenhancetheengage-
ment.Lastmonth,Amsterdam-based
AliciaFramismarriedanAI3Dholo-
gram to fulfil her need for compan-
ionship.Describingthemarriageas "a
romantic relationship between a
human and AI," Framis asserted on
herwebsite that "robotsandhumans
will soonbecomesexualpartners"but
"thenext important step is emotion-
allyconnectinghumanswithAI.Hol-
ograms are closer to her emotions

than robots."
Holographicdevicesblend3Dhol-

ographic projectionswithAI, allow-
ing users to interact naturally
throughspeechandgestures.Unlike
staticdisplays, thesesystemscansim-
ulate lifelike interactions, enabling
personalised experiences.
By working with icons like Bach-

chan, businesses can forge stronger
connections with users, enhancing
both trust and engagement. This
strategy aligns with global trends
such as the holographic concerts of
Elvis Presley,ABBAandCoachella’s
iconic Tupac Shakur performance,

which demonstrate how the enter-
tainment industryhasembracedthis
technology.
That said, the potential applica-

tions of AI 3D holograms extend far
beyondbankingandentertainment.
Ineducation, the Indian Institutesof
Technology are exploring holo-
graphic classrooms where students
interact with 3D scientific models,
enhancing their understanding of
complex concepts.
Retail giants such as Reliance are

testing holographic displays in flag-
ship stores to personalize customer
engagement. In healthcare, Apollo

AImeets 3Dhologramtech
Holographic devices combine 3D projections with AI, allowing users to interact through speech and gestures

AI-powered holographic devices may work well asmarketing ploys or brand
statements but deploying them at scale could pose challenges. AFP

Hospitalshasshowninterest inholo-
graphic imaging for real-time surgi-
calguidance.Startups IkonzStudios
and Arvind 3D are adapting similar
technologies for localmarkets.
Globally,companies likeHypervsn

specialise inadvertising-focused3D
projections, while RealView Imag-
ing’smedicalholographyallowssur-
geons tovisualiseandmanipulate3D
images of organs in real time. And
those like HorizonWorkrooms use
virtual realityheadsets foravatarcol-
leagues sitting inside a
simulatedmeeting room
as an option to video
meetings. Despite their
promise,AI-poweredhol-
ographic devices come
with limitations. They
mayworkwell asmarket-
ing ploys or brand state-
ments but deploying
them at scale could pose
challenges. When Modi
addressed people inGuj-
arat in 2012, then BJP
leader Keshubhai Patel
claimedthateachpublicmeetingcost
₹54 crore, totalling ₹216 crore.
Whilecostswouldhavefallensince

then, they remain a significant bar-
rier. Developing and maintaining
holographic systems can also be
resource-intensive, with expenses
stemming from both hardware and
software. Globally, professional-
grade holographic setups can cost
anything from $2,000 (₹1.7 lakh) to
$10,000,with customised solutions
reaching significantly higher price

points. This could prove a deterrent
forcost-sensitivemarkets like India.
MicrosoftHoloLens2,asanexample,
hasnotseenmuchsuccess, andthere
have been layoffs in the tech firm's
mixed-reality unit.
There are other issues too, which

involvehowhumansviewdigitalava-
tars. In2018,aJapaneseman,Akihiko
Kondo, tied the knot with an ani-
mated 16-year-old holographic doll
called Miku. However, he had to
abandon his virtual wife a few years

later since he could not
communicate with her
due tooutdatedsoftware.
Other technological

challenges persist. Holo-
grams often require con-
trolled lighting and spe-
cific spatial configurati-
ons, limiting their utility
in outdoor or unconven-
tional settings.Moreover,
while AI integration
enhances interactivity, it
is not without flaws. The
market for global digital

hum-ans,orAIavatars,wasvaluedat
$21.5billion in2023,asperestimates
byDubai-basedKingsRese-arch. It is
forecast to touch $454.75 billion by
2031.
But companies developing

AI-poweredhologramsmustaddress
existing limitationswhilemakingthe
technology more accessible, failing
whichthesesmartdigitalhumanswill
remainmarketingploys, at best.

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

INTHE
SPOTLIGHT
RETAIL giants are
testing holographic
displays in flagship
stores to enhance
engagement

APOLLOHospitals
has shown interest
in holographic
imaging for real-time
surgical guidance

teria.Forothers,we’ll allocate
funds incrementallybasedon
their ability to achieve mile-
stones.The first chequeamo-
unt will depend on the sta-
rtup’s potential and growth
prospects,” said Suri.
Moreover, the fund will

adheretosectoralandindivid-
ual investment caps. “We’ll
cap sectoral investments at
around30%of the fund.Addi-
tionally, we’ll have industry
and single-investment caps,
likelybetween10%and15%for
individual investments, tomit-
igate risk.Once thesectorcap
is reached, no further invest-
ments will be made in that
area,” saidEmmanuel.

ence in banking and finance,
spanning commercial bank-
ing,assetmanagement,wealth
management,privatebanking,
and cross-border banking
across India, Singapore, the
MiddleEast, andLondon.
Thecompanyhasalsoonb-

oardedRakeshSurias itshead
of alternates and fund mana-
ger. Suri brings over 22 years
of experience in global and
domestic fixed-incomemark-
ets. He has managed AUM
exceeding ₹15,000 crore at
Deutsche BankMutual Fund
andPGIMIndiaMutualFund.
“Our ticket size will be

around 10% of the total AUM
for startups thatmeet our cri-

manufacturing, as it’s crucial
forGDPgrowth.While tech is
oversaturated,manufacturing
hasbeenneglected,anditsslo-
wdowndirectly impactsover-
all economicgrowth,”Emma-
nueladded.Thefundisraising
capital from family offices,
high-net-worth individuals,
and financial institutions.
CinnamonWealthwas fou-

nded in2024bythehusband-
wife duo of Anurita and Vijay
Emmanuel. Anurita founded
skincare brand Cinnamon
Beauty.Vijaywas thedirector
of South Asia at Deutsche
Bank in Singapore, where he
manageda€3billionportfolio.
Hehasover27yearsofexperi-

businesses that are owned,
co-owned, or ledbywomen.
“We are targeting a total

fundsizeof₹500crore,witha
baseamountof₹250croreand
anadditional ₹250crore allo-
catedas agreen shoeoption,”
said Vijay Emmanuel,
co-founderandCEOofCinna-

monWealth.
The fund will

focusoninvestments
in sectors such as

BFSI,consumerdiscretionary,
dairy, fashion, chemicals, and
healthcare. “Healthcare, in
particular, is a key vertical for
us, with strong prospects for
growth,” saidEmmanuel.
“While we are largely sec-

AmanRawat
aman.rawat@livemint.com
NEWDELHI

C innamon Wealth,
which is awomen-foc-
used asset and wealth

management company, is all
set to launch its maiden pri-
vate credit fund, the
WomenEnterprisers
Fund, by January, a
top company execu-
tive toldVCCircle.
The Women Enterprisers

Fundwill invest inwomen-led
enterprises and will channel
capital into India’sMSMEsec-
tor. The investment vehicle
will prioritize investments in

CinnamonWealth readies to float debut private credit fund

Vijay Emmanuel, co-founder
and CEOof CinnamonWealth.

PE likely bought a stake of
more than 20% stake in the
company.
INSTANT-XP intends to

use the investment proceeds
to enhance its technological
capabilities,multiply revenue
growth and expand its net-
work and service offerings,
said MD and CEO Jasveer

Singh.
Founded in New

Delhi in 2003 by
brothers Rajbir

Singh and Jasveer Singh,
INSTANT-XP offers trans-
port, logistics and container
renting services.According to
its website, it currently has a
fleet of 1,110vehicles,with561
of them being 32-feet, SXL
trailers.
In FY23, while the com-

pany’s profit after tax
remained steady at ₹11.77
crore, total revenues rosebya
fourth to ₹533.97 crore.

Prithvi Durai
prithvi.durai@livemint.com
MUMBAI

P rivateequity firmMulti-
ples PE, founded by
Renuka Ramnath, has

made its second bet on the
logistics sector, with a $35
million (nearly ₹300 crore)
investment in INSTANT-XP
for aminority stake.
The PE firm had earlier

invested in e-commerce
logistics company Delhivery
in 2014. It sold some of its
stake in Delhivery to Tiger
Global in2015and fullyexited
in 2021.
“INSTANT-XP is a proxy

play on India’s consumption
and industrial activity. This
partnership between
INSTANT-XP and Multiples
will further accelerate the
company’s growth while
maintaininga strong focuson
processes and governance to
grow responsibly,” said Srid-
har Sankararaman,
MD,MultiplesAlter-
nate Asset Manage-
ment in a press
statement.
T h e PE f i rm a n d

INSTANT-XP, operated by
Instant Transport Solution
Pvt. Ltd, didn’t disclose other
financial terms of the trans-
action including the size of
the stake that Multiples pic-
ked up and the company’s
valuation.
However, a person close to

the development separately
told VCCircle that Multiples

MultiplesPEmakes
its secondbeton
the logistics sector

The PE firmhas invested
$35million in INSTANT-XP for
aminority stake. MINT

tors, who have a long time
horizonandwillbe invested in
the business for 5-10 years,”
saidAcharya.
The company aims for a

public listing inabout 18mon-
thsandhasstartedtheprocess;
however, it has not finalised
details including issue size.
Founded in 2018 by Acha-

rya,SrinathRamakkrushnan,
Rahul Sharma and
Vishal Chaudhary,
Zetwerk helps small
and medium enter-

prises in the manufacturing
sector translate their digital
designs intophysicalproducts.
“Secondly,growthcapital also
ishelpful for thebusiness.We
started as a purely India busi-
ness,but today thebusiness is
reasonably international.We
also have to expand supply
outside India, (whereapartof
the capital will be used),” he
added.
Presently, Zetwerk derives

about a fifth of its revenue
from international markets

MalvikaMaloo
malvika.maloo@livemint.com
BENGALURU

Z etwerk, a business-to-
business (B2B) manu-
facturingservicesmar-

ketplace backed by marquee
investors including Peak XV,
Accel and Avenir Growth
Fundamongothers,hasclosed
itsSeriesF fundingroundthat
values theunicornstartup15%
higher than its last valuation,
co-founder and CEO Amrit
Acharya, told VCCircle in an
exclusive interaction.
The Bengaluru-based star-

tup, which entered the cov-
etedunicornclub in2021,has
raised$90million inmultiple
tranches in 2024. The round,
whichvaluesZetwerkatabout
$3.1 billion, was led by entre-
preneur Vinod Khosla’s ven-
ture capital firm Khosla Ven-
turesandIndiGo’sco-founder
Rakesh Gangwal. British
investmentmanagement firm
BaillieGifford also joined as a
new investor, with
participation from
existing backers
Greenoaks andAve-
nirGrowth .

VCCircle reported about
Gangwal’s Wheelhouse Ven-
tureCapital investing$20mil-
lion in the startup earlier this
year.
Zetwerk plans to use the

capital to support its expan-
sion plan in areas including
renewables, consumer elec-
tronics, and aerospace.
“Firstly, we are thinking of

going public (in the near
future), so it makes sense to
startgettingtypical IPOinves-

Zetwerk closes Series F round,
aims to go public in 18months

Zetwerk co-founder and CEOAmrit Acharya.
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companies in the region have
raiseda record$29billion this
year, up 40% from the tally in
2023, as companies sought
cheapmoneyagainsttheback-
dropofhigh interest rates.
Convertible-bond issuance

is likely to continue in 2025
despite expectations for bor-
rowing costs to fall, Goldman
Sachs’Wangsaid.
Adropinequityissuancesin

China,whichhistoricallymade
up the bulk of the region’s
transactions, has resulted in a
larger proportion of deals in
other countries. IPOs in India
have raised a record $19.4 bil-
lion this year, with bankers
expectingevenmorenextyear.
Japan IPOs raised $6.3 billion
thisyear,morethaneachofthe
previous twoyears’ volumes.
The magnitude of Chinese

equity deals next year hinges
on theChinaSecuritiesRegu-
latory Commission’s willing-
ness to approve domestic lis-
tings.Offshore, thepipelineof
Chinese IPOs depends on
mainland companies seeking
second listings inHongKong.

Bloomberg
feedback@livemint.com

I nvestment bankers are pin-
ning hopes on initial public
offerings in Asia to grab a

bigger slice of equity capital
marketsvolumesin2025,after
such transactions fell to the
smallest proportion in eight
years as Chinese deals
remainedmuted.
New listings in mainland

China have underwhelmed
since last August, when the
securities regulator tightened
local issuance to stabilize its
stockmarket. Similarly,Hong
Kong’s IPOmarket has strug-
gled due to China’s economic
woes and Beijing’s regulatory
crackdownsonvarioussectors.
IPOsonmainlandexchanges

and in Hong Kong raised just
about $27 billion this year
throughThursday,ontrackfor
thelowestannualvolumesince
2013, according to data com-
piledbyBloomberg.Acrossthe
wholeofAsiaPacific, first-time
share sales accounted for just
30%ofallECMvolumes,below
the 43% average for the years
2017 to2023, thedata show.
“Chinavolumewillcontinue

to grow in 2025,” said James
Wang,co-headofequitycapital
markets for Asia excluding
JapanatGoldmanSachsGroup
Inc. “Investors have come to
recognize China risk, but also
see valuations being pretty
attractive in selectiveassets.”
Meanwhile, follow-onstock

offerings and convertible
bondshavehelpedfill thevoid.
Dollar-denominatedconverti-
bleandexchangeablebondsby

I-bankers seemore
China IPOs in2025

IPOsonmainland exchanges
andHongKong raised $27 bn
this year so far. ISTOCKPHOTO

Neha Joshi
neha.joshi@livemint.com
MUMBAI

O n 18 December, the
Securities and
Exchange Board of

India (Sebi) approved several
key amendments to improve
business operations, investor
protection, and the efficiency
of market participants. Mint
explains:
HowhasSebitightenedthe
rulesforsmallbusinessesto
accessthepublicmarkets?
Sebi has imposed stricter

requirements to ensure that
only financially sound and
operationally viable small and
medium enterprises (SMEs)
canraisecapital throughinitial
publicofferings(IPOs).AnSME
canlaunchanIPOonlyif ithad
aminimumoperatingprofitof
₹1 crore in at least two of its
threemost-recent fiscalyears.
Thisistoensurethatonlybusi-
nesseswithaprovenrecordcan
access public funding, reduc-

ingrisks for investors.
Sebi has imposed new

restrictionsontheofferforsale
(OFS) portion in an SME IPO.
Shareholdersinapre-IPOSME
can now sell up to 20% of the
total issue size, but not more
than50%oftheirtotalholding.
The lock-in period for pro-

moters’ shares has also been
revised: 50% of excess shares
willbeunlockedoneyearafter
the IPO, and the remaining
50%after twoyears.
FinsecLawAdvisorsfounder

SandeepParekhsaid,“Itseems
to be going back almost 35
years back...” Mischief in odd
cases,orover frothymarket in
these IPOs for the past two
years, should not mean that
“we discard the disclosure
based system for the arcane
merit-basedsystems”,hesaid.
Acompanymustbeprofita-

ble to launchan IPO, there is a
restriction on the quantumof
shares sold (by shareholders),
how the money can be used
(only 15% forgeneralpurpose)

that the calculations, assump-
tions, and representations of
risk-return data are accurate,
reliable, and adhere to recog-
nizedstandards.Arecognized
stockexchangewillserveasthe
PaRRVADataCentre (PDC).
ParekhsaidPaRRVAwould

impose and unnecessary cost
onanalreadythincommunity
of over-regulated investment
advisers. Finfluencers remain
free to say anything, while
investment advisers will now
need to go to an external
agency for proving a simple
arithmetic fact,he said.
What were some of Sebi’s
otherproposals?
Merchant bankers can now

only engage inSebi-approved
activities;non-approvedactivi-
tieshavetobehivedoffasasep-
arate legal entity in twoyears.
Category 1 merchant bank-

ers,witha₹50crorenetworth,
mustearnaminimumrevenue
of ₹25 crore to retain registra-
tion. Category 2 merchant
bankers, with ₹10 crore net

worth,arerestrictedfromman-
agingmainboardequity issues
andmustearnaminimumrev-
enueof₹5crore.
Merchant bankers must

maintain at least 25% of the
minimum net worth require-
mentas liquidnetworth.They
are alsoprohibited fromman-
agingpublic issues if their key
personnel or employees hold
over0.1%ofan issuer’s shares.
What are the changes to

mutual fundregulations?
Key changes include allow-

ingemployeesofanassetman-
agementcompany(AMC),such
as fundmanagers, to invest in
schemeswitha reducedmini-
muminvestmentamount.The
frequency of disclosures has
beenreduced.
AMCs are required to con-

ductanddisclosestresstesting
fortheirschemes,assessingthe
impactofadversemarketcon-
ditions and helping investors
betterunderstandrisks.

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

What Sebi’s latest reformsmean for SME IPOs andMFs

Sebi has set stricter requirements to ensure only financially
sound and viable SMEs can raise capital through IPOs. REUTERS

Mark toMarket writers do not hold positions in the companies discussed here unless otherwise informed

Manish Joshi
feedback@livemint.com

D espite a dull first half
(H1FY25), sharehold-
ers of Coromandel

International are brimming
withoptimism.The fertilizer
firm’sstockhitanew52-week
highof₹1,882onWednesday,
takingitsgainssofarthisyear
to46%.
Inhis first interactionwith

analysts thisweek,managing
director andCEOSSankara-
subramanianhighlightedthe
increased thrust on cost sav-
ings from backward integra-
tion.Thecompanyexpects it
to result in an increase of

about40%inEbitdapertonne
formanufacturedfertilizersto
around₹7,000byFY28from
theguidanceof₹4,500-5,000
per tonne for FY25. In H1, it
stoodat₹4,800.
The bulk of the gains are

likely to come from captive
manufacturing.Thecompany
is ramping up sulphuric acid
and phosphoric acid capaci-
ties to 2,000 tonnes per day
(tpd) and 650tpd, respec-
tively, at its plants in Kakin-
anda, which will be opera-
tional inFY25andFY26.The
managementisupbeatonH2
prospects as the fertilizer
business is expected to see
healthy growth and better

year-on-yearmargins.
Coromandelderived72%of

itsEbitda inH1fromsubsidy-
dependent fertilizer busi-

nesses. With an aim to earn
abouthalf itsprofit fromnon-
subsidybusinesses, itplansto
launchcontractdevelopment

and manufacturing opera-
tions (CDMO) for agriculture
andspecialtychemicals.
Coromandelalsohasa58%

stake in Dhaksha Drones,
whichofferssolutionsforpre-
cision agriculture, defence,
andindustrialoperations.The
companyhasanorderbookof
around ₹250 crore for
defence, but a meaningful
earnings contribution could
accruegradually.Coromandel
aimstoexpanditsdistribution
reachbydoublingthenumber
of retail outlets from 850 to
sellmoreagrochemicalprod-
ucts apart fromfertilisers.
The stock’s rally so far this

year has been attributed to a

goodmonsoon and expecta-
tions of a favourable govern-
ment policy on nutrient-
basedsubsidy.Coromandel is
also debt-free and has a
healthycashbalanceof₹4,214
crore as of H1. Adjusted for
this, thecurrentmarketcapi-
talisation discounts FY27
Ebitdaestimatesby14x,based
on projections by Motilal
OswalFinancialServices.
Whilethatmayappearrea-

sonable, asubsidy-dependent
business means no further
expansion of the multiple is
warranted. But, execution
delays in capacity expansion
at Kakinada could trigger
earningsdowngrades.

Coromandel isbettingongains frombackward integration
High reliance
Coromandel International’s Ebitda mix is dominated by
subsidy-dependent business

Source: Company,
Nuvama Research

Note: Ebitda is earnings before interest,
tax, depreciation and amortization
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S tate-run city gas distribu-
tion (CGD) firms are bra-
cing for a decline in earn-
ingsintheDecemberquar-
ter (Q3FY25). Blame the

recent 36% average supply cut in
cheapernaturalgasallocatedbythe
government.However,areboundin
CGD stocks suggests that investors
are overlooking the immediate hit,
betting instead on the anticipated
inclusion of natural gas under the
goodsandservices tax (GST).
Shares of Indraprastha Gas Ltd

(IGL), Mahanagar Gas Ltd (MGL),
and Gujarat Gas Ltd (GGL) have
recovered21%,11%,and12%,respec-
tively, fromtheirNovemberlowsfol-
lowingthelatestadministeredprice
mechanism (APM) gas de-alloca-
tions. Bringing natural gas under
GST would enable CGDs to claim
inputtaxcreditsforGSTpaidtoven-
dors,potentially improvingprofita-
bility amidrising inputcosts.
Nuvama Research estimates a

9-11% upside potential to FY26
Ebitda for CGDs from such amove.

However, it’s not clear if the GST
Councilwill take itupat itsmeeting
scheduled for 21 December. Addi-
tionally,a largepartofpotentialGST
benefitswill have tobepassedon to
consumersconsideringtheantiprof-
iteering rules. So, investors need to
focuson margincompression.
“FollowingthesurprisetwinAPM

de-allocation for CGDs, gas costs
shall increaseby₹1–3.5/scmforour
coverage CGDs assuming the gas
shortfall is covered equally by New
Well Gas and spot LNG,” said the
Nuvamareportdated 17December.
Thiscouldresult ina17-44%sequen-
tial decline in their estimated
Q3FY25Ebitdamargins, it added.

Hiking retail prices for com-
pressednaturalgas (CNG)isatough
choice for CGDs as that could dis-
courageconsumers fromswitching
away fromdieselorpetrol toCNG.
“Weknew that the listed compa-

nieswouldnotbeabletosustaintheir
highmargins and abnormally high
profits for long, even
before the de-allocation
began,”VivekanandSub-
baraman, leadoilandgas
analyst atAmbitCapital,
toldMint. “Theyoperate
insaturatedmarketsand
will not be able to
increase volumes (of
CNG)astheyhavenotbid
for newer geographical
areas for expanding dis-
tributionnetwork,unlike
theunlistedcompanies.”
Among the listed

firms,IGLandMGLarelikelytobear
thebrunt duetotheirheavyreliance
on government-supplied gas for
CNG. GGL, with its focus on piped
natural gas (PNG) and lower expo-
sure toCNG, isbetterpositioned.
Topromotecleanenergy,thegov-

ernmentprioritizedtheCNGsector,

supplying gas at subsidized prices.
This helped IGL andMGL to enjoy
highprofitability.Buttheirheydays
are likely over, as the government
has decided to re-allocate a large
chunk of its APM gas to the power
sectortomeetrisingenergydemand.
Natural gas, a non-renewable

resource, isfacingsupply
constraints,andthegov-
ernment is encouraging
CGD companies to
source it fromnewwells
operated by upstream
companies like Oil and
Natural Gas Corp. Ltd,
albeit athigherprices.
APM gas is priced at

$6.5/mmbtu,whilenew-
well domestic gas costs
$9/mmbtu,andinterna-
tionalspot liquefiednat-
ural gas (LNG) $15.8/

mmbtu.CGDcompanieswillneedto
relyonamixofdomesticpremium-
priced gas, US Henry Hub (HH)
benchmark-linkedLNG,termLNG,
andspotLNGtomeet theirneeds.
In summary,weak fundamentals

make CGDs unattractive despite
GSTimplementationhopes.

INHOT
WATER

THE recent 36%
average supply cut in
cheaper natural gas
allocationmay hit
CGD earnings in Q3

HIKING retail prices
for CNG risks
deterring consumers
from switching from
diesel or petrol

CGDstocksclimbwallofworry
Losing steam
Margins of Indraprastha Gas and Mahanagar Gas are likely to be under
sustained pressure going forward

Source: Company,
ICICI Securities

Note: Ebitda stands for earnings before interest,
taxes, depreciation and amortization
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accounted for2.6%ofGDP.
Evenas capital expenditure

is projected to increase this
year, states are expected to
maintain fiscal disciplinewith
thegrossfiscaldeficitbudgeted
at 3.2% of GDP in 2024-25, a
marginal increase from last
year’s level, said thereport.
States’ increasing capital

expenditureisinlinewithCen-
tre’sstrategyofspendingmore
on this sector as it stimulates
growth. The central govern-
ment has an effective capex of

₹15trillionthisfis-
cal, including the
grants given to
states for invest-
ing in infrastruc-
ture.
RBI, however,

highlighted that
Arunachal Pra-
desh, Himachal
Pradesh, Sikkim

andTripurahaveforecasthigh
gross fiscal deficit in 2024-25,
while large states like Gujarat
and Maharashtra have bud-
getedlowerdeficitasashareof
GDP.
RBI asked states to have a

clear and time-bound glide
path fordebtconsolidation.
States’revenueexpenditure

isprojectedtoincreaseto₹47.5
lakh crore in FY25, which
accounts for 14.6% of GDP as
against ₹ 39.9 trillion or 13.5%
ofGDPlast year.

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

GopikaGopakumar&
GireeshChandraPrasad
MUMBAI/NEWDELHI

I ndia’sbankingregulatorhas
flagged concerns about a
slew of sops announced by

several states, evenas their tax
revenuehasgrownfaster than
theeconomicgrowthrateafter
thepandemicyearofFY21,and
spending quality improved in
favourofmoreproductiveasset
creation.
“Several states have

announced sopspertaining to
farmloanwaiver, freeelectric-
ity to agriculture and house-
holds, free transport, allowan-
ces to unemployed youth and
monetaryassistancetowomen
in their Budget for 2024-25,”
theReserveBankofIndia(RBI)
said in its study of budgets of
2024-25releasedonThursday.
“Suchspendingcouldcrowd

outtheresourcesavailablewith
themandhampertheircapac-
ity to build critical social and
economic infrastructure,” it
said. A credible road map for
states’ fiscal con-
solidation was
needed,RBI said.
Meanwhile,the

averagebuoyancy
ofstates’ taxreve-
nuewentupinthe
post-pandemic
periodofFY21-25
to 1.4 from the
pre-pandemic
averageof0.86duringFY13to
FY20,RBI said in its study.
Improved tax buoyancy

implies greater efficiency in
collection, which has helped
states in allocating greater
funds for building highways,
bridges and other facilities.
Typically,abuoyancyabove1%
indicates collections growing
faster thannominalGDP.
Thereportnotedthatstates

haveearmarked₹9.2trillionas
capital outlay in 2024-25,
about 2.8% of gross domestic
product (GDP), compared to
₹7.6 trillion in FY24, which

RBI flags state sops
evenas taxes, spend
quality improve

RBI stressed the need for a
credible fiscal consolidation
roadmap for states. AP

The average
buoyancy of state
tax revenue rose
post-pandemic
to 1.4 from the
pre-pandemic
average of 0.86

or where it can’t be used (to
repaypromoters), he said.
What isPaRRVA?
The Past

R i s k and
Return Verifi-
cationAgency
(PaRRVA) will verify and vali-
date the risk-return metrics
associatedwith various finan-
cialservicesproviders, includ-
ing investment advisors,

researchanalysts,andalgorith-
mictradingservices.Thegoalis
toprovideinvestorswithinde-

pendent veri-
ficationof the
r i s k and
return char-

acteristicsof these services.
PaRRVAwill focusonverify-

ing the metrics provided by
financialserviceproviders.The
process will involve ensuring

EXPLAINERm

KhushiMalhotra
khushi.malhotra@livemint.com
MUMBAI

A jmera Realty and Infra
India Ltd aims to
expanditsmarketcapi-

talization (m-cap) by 10x to $5
billion through acquisitions
and joint ventures (JVs), said
Dhaval Ajmera, director at
AjmeraGroup.
Ajmeraaddedthattoachieve

thegoal, thecompanyistarget-

ingatleast25-30%growtheach
yearintermsofvolumes,sales,
andprofitability.Whilehedid
notspecifyatimeline,hesaidit
maystretchbeyondfiveyears.
The Mumbai-based com-

pany’s m-cap stands at
₹4,015.61 crore (about $472
million).In2024sofar, itsstock
has surged 148%to₹1,112.15.
The family-run real estate

firm plans to invest ₹2,300
croregenerated from internal
cash accruals over the next

three to four years in acquisi-
tions, JVs, joint development
agreements(JDAs),andsociety
redevelopmentopportunities.
Through such projects, the

companyexpects tomonetize
its 11.1million square feet land
bank in Mumbai and acquire
more land in other locations,
AjmeratoldMint. “Wearedefi-
nitely looking at a $5 billion
m-cap,”hesaid.“Theplanis to
acquirepropertiesorprobably
get into JVs or transactions at

multiple locations rather than
probablyone location.”
With three generations at

work,Ajmerasaidthecompany
canoverseesevento10projects
simultaneously.Thecompany
is targeting pre-sales worth
₹1,350 crore in 2024-25. If
achieved, it will complete its
five-yeargoalofincreasingpre-
sales fivefold in fouryears.
Ajmera’s25-30%growthtar-

get isn’t farfetched.Inthefiscal
endedMarch2024,itsnetsales

surged35%to₹489crore, and
net profit rose 20% to ₹85.33
crore. In the year prior, net
sales dropped 11% even as its
profit climbed75%.
Thecompany’sdebtstoodat

₹790crore asof September. It
aimstobringitdownto“almost
zero in the next six to eight
months”withoutcompromis-
ing on "working capital
requirements”,Ajmera said.
"In a city likeMumbai, hav-

ing an excellent land bank is a

bigplusforadeveloperthatcan
also capitalize on their brand
equity to develop it on their
own,"saidGautamSaraf,man-
agingdirector ofMumbai and
newbusiness atproperty con-
sultant Cushman and Wake-
field. "...withopportunities for
society redevelopment, JVs,
JDAs that theyhavebeenpur-
suing, itcouldleadtoinorganic
growth.”

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

Ajmerabets onacquisitions, JVs to expandm-cap tenfold to$5bn
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Airtel Payments Bank, Fino
PaymentsBank,JioPayments
Bank, India Post Payments
Bank, NSDL Payments Bank
andPaytmPaymentsBank.
“Some questions started to

comefromtheRBIandweare
answering them. If andwhen
RBIgivesusanapproval, itwill
be in the formof an in-princi-
plenod.Wewillget 18months
to actually convert into an
operating bank,” said Gupta.
“We want to convert within
one year of that nod.”
According to Gupta, con-

versionwould entail changes

Fino Bank has a majority
(34%) of its merchants in the
eastern part of the country,
32% in the north, 21% in the
west, and 13% in the south.
Conceptualised by a com-

mittee headed by formerRBI
boardmemberNachiketMor,
paymentsbanksaresupposed
to reachout tounder-banked
andunbankedmasses,accept-
ingdepositsofupto₹2lakhfor
each customer. The primary
differencebetween themand
a small finance bank is pay-
mentsbankscan’t lend.There
are six such banks, including

isdrivenbyrisingincomesandanexpand-
ingmiddle class.
“India’s car industrygrows in linewith

theeconomicdevelopment,”hesaid.“The
key is theemergenceofnewmiddle-class
households,whichwill support carmar-
ket growth.”
While EVs and hybrids dominate the

greenmobility discourse in India, Kia is
also exploring other options including
CNG. However, Lee indicated that its
application might be limited to smaller
SUVs and passenger cars. For the seg-
ments that itoperates in, itmaychoose to
focus on EVs and self-charging hybrids.
“CNGisapotential avenue,but itdoesn’t
support theperformancerequirementsof
largerSUVs,”hesaid. “Weare focusedon
ensuring no compromises in perform-
ance, especially for our SUVofferings.”
“Kia’sglobalpresencegivesusaccess to

a wide range of technologies,” Lee said.
“Thekey is thetiming—knowingwhento
adaptandbringthese technologies to the
Indianmarket.”

‘Kia Indiadoesn’t rely
onhybrid incentives’
Bets on agility amid regulatory shifts, plans twomass market EVs in 2025

to three things: team, technol-
ogy and capital. “We do not
need capital right now as we
havehighercapital thanwhat
is required.Onthetechnology
side,wearemigratingourold
systems to a completely new
Finnacle system. On teams,
peoplehaveshowninterest in
joining us at a later date.” He
also said the bank will build
teams required for lending.
“For collections, we have a

cash management services
verticalwithinFinowherewe
docollections fromagentsand
somecustomersalsocomeand
depositmoneyat ourpoints.”
He said the bank has to build
teams forcredit appraisal and
sales, aswell ascollection.The
teams will be built over 12-18
months after RBI’s in-princi-
ple approval to convert to a
small financebank,headded.
Nirmal Bang Institutional

Equitiesanalystssaidwhilethe
bankawaitsRBI’snod forSFB
licence, it is building its tech-
nology, liabilityandisrunning
pilots formerchant loans,gold
loansandapartnership-based
lendingportfolio.

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

ShayanGhosh
shayan.g@livemint.com
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F inoPaymentsBankplans
touse itsnetworkofmer-
chants as the first set of

customers to lend to, while
alsousing themas loancollec-
tion points, if the regulator
approves its proposal to con-
vert intoa small financebank.
In December 2023, Fino

applied for the small finance
bank licenceandhasabout 1.8
million merchants providing
financial services as agents of
thebank.RishiGupta,manag-
ing director and chief execu-
tive,FinoPaymentsBank, said
in an interview that a signifi-
cantportionof themerchants
canoperateascollectionagent
for loan repayments.
Gupta said the merchants

will beusedas loancollection
points while the bank would
alsocater tothecreditdemand
of thesemerchants. They run
the bank’s touchpoints and
provide services like opening
of bank accounts, cash with-
drawal, and more. The other
targetbase is itscurrentbaseof
13million customers, he said.

SFBbid: Fino to bet onmerchant loans

Managing director and CEORishi Gupta said Fino Payments Bank
have to build teams for credit appraisal, sales and collections.

(L to R) Hardeep Singh Brar, senior VP; Teck Koun Kim Kia fromGlobal Design Centre;
Gwanggu Lee, MD&CEO, Kia India; and Joonsu Cho, CSO, at the launch of Kia Syros

Reuters
feedback@livemint.com

I ndia’s antitrustbodyraided
someofficesofalcohol firms
PernodRicardandAnheus-

er-Busch InBev as it investi-
gatesaccusationsofpricecol-
lusionwithretailers inasouth-
ernstate,personsfamiliarwith
thematter said.
Wednesday’s surprise raids

by Competition Commission
of India (CCI) targeted offices
inHyderabad,andsomeretail-
ers innearbyTelanganastate,
fivepersons said, inoneof the
biggest industrycrackdowns.
Sources spoke seeking ano-
nymityastheywerenotautho-

rised to speak to themedia.
In a statement, AB InBev,

whichmakesBudweiserbeer,
said,“Whilewecan’tcomment
on specifics,we take antitrust
compliance very
seriously.Weare
workingtogether
in collaboration
with the authori-
ties.”
Pernod,maker

of brands such as
ChivasRegal, said
in a statement it
complieswiththe
Indian lawsandiscooperating
with the authorities.
The CCI did not immedi-

ately respond to a request for

commentonthematter,but its
rules require details of raids
andinvestigations inpricecol-
lusion to be kept confidential
until the conclusionof cases.

In theprevious
biggest crack-
down in the beer
industry in 2018,
raids were con-
ducted on Carls-
berg, AB InBev
andUnitedBrew-
eries in an inves-
tigation that ran
foryears.Heinek-

en-controlledUnitedBrewer-
ies and Carlsberg were fined
morethan$100millioncollec-
tively in 2021, but both have

deniedwrongdoing.
This week’s raids at Per-

nod’sHyderabadoffice follow
a case filed by local rival Rad-
ico Khaitan, three of the per-
sons said. Last year, Reuters
had reported that Radico
accused Pernod of violating
antitrust lawsbyentering into
agreements with retailers in
Telangana that offered them
“discounts and benefits” to
abstain from selling Radico’s
8PMwhiskybrand.
Sources said the AB InBev

raidwas related to an investi-
gation triggered inJuly2022,
detailsofwhicharenotpublic.
The case was based on an
anonymous complaint.

Pricing probe: CCI raids Pernod, AB InBev

An anonymous
complaint alleged
Telangana sellers
formed “cartel-
like” pacts to

boycott all brands
but AB InBev’s

Alisha Sachdev
alisha.sachdev@livemint.com
NEWDELHI

K ia India, known for its sharp
focus on sport utility vehicles
(SUVs), is treadingwithflexibil-
ity in the dynamic Indian pas-
senger vehicle market, where

regulatoryuncertainty and shifting con-
sumer trends leave automakers scram-
blingfordirection.GwangguLee,manag-
ingdirectorandCEOofKiaIndia,empha-
sized the importanceof agility over rigid
strategies, pointing out that committing
to a single course couldbeperilous.
“In India, it’s very dangerous ifwe just

stick to one direction because it’s such a
dynamic country,” said Lee in an inter-
view. “The policy environment here is
constantly changing, andOEMs need to
adapt swiftly tonewdevelopments.”
Kia, having access to a broad range of

technologies, ishedging itsbetsonmulti-
ple fronts, fromelectric vehicles (EVs) to
hybridsandevencompressednaturalgas
(CNG) models. However, Lee is wary of
regulatoryunpredictability,whichcom-
plicates long-terminvestmentstrategies.
“Asabusinessman, it’s veryhard toknow
whichdirectionto followwhenthepolicy
windsshift.Dynamicpolicy soundsgreat
butcanbeahugerisk.Amorepre-
dictable direction would be
more favourable,” he added.
Kia is open to expanding

itshybridportfolio,but isn’t
banking on government
incentives tomake itviable.
Indiadoesnotoffer taxbreak
for hybrid vehicles, unlike
EVs,which enjoy reducedGST
rate.Despite this,Leeremainsprag-
maticabout theeconomicsofhybrids. “If
we invest inhybrids, Idon’texpect incen-
tives,”hesaid. “Hybrid technology is fun-
damentallybasedonthesameplatformas
internal combustionengines (ICEs).The
realbenefit lies in fuelefficiencyandcus-
tomer affordability, rather thanbreaks.”

Kia iscommittedto launchingtwomass
market EVs in India next year, including
an electric version of the Syros compact
SUVitunveiledonThursday,aspartof its
broaderelectrificationstrategy.However,
Lee iscautiousabout thepaceofEVadop-
tion,consideringthegovernment’sevolv-

ing targets. “At the beginning of
this year, experts told me EV
penetrationcouldreach30%,
but a few months later, the
expectation fell to 17%.”
Theautomajor’selectrifi-

cation efforts will be key to
adheretoCorporateAverage

Fuel Economy (CAFE) norms
and stricter carbon emissions

regulations.Kia Indiaexpects togain
SUVmarket share to 10%next year from
about7%,as itgains incrementalvolumes
fromtheSyrosSUVandthemarket seesa
reboundwithhighergovernmentspend-
ing,HardeepSinghBrar, head, sales and
marketing,Kia India, said.
Leesaidthesegment'sgrowthpotential

10%
Expected SUV
market share by
2025 from 7% now

Considering the
diversityandmag-
nitudeofacountry
like India, banks
turn out to be the

sole medium to connect mil-
lions to financial services.With
acountofnearly 150,000retail
bankingbranchesspreadacross
the country, banks have been
extensivelyusinguninterrupt-
ible power supply
(UPS) systems. This
huge network relies
heavily on lead-acid
batteries, forming
the backbone of
theirpowermanage-
ment strategy.
However,manag-

ingandmaintaining
lakhsof suchbatter-
ies over this wide network of
banksacross thecountryraises
problems—in terms of eco-
nomicandecologicalefficiency
and performance.
Energy&Fire, known for its

BatteryRestorationTechnology,
is completely
revamping the
battery mainte-
nance approach
for the Indian
banking sector.
The company
offers advanced,
cost-effective,
and eco-friendly
solutions that
help banks and
financial institu-
t ions reduce
expenses,extend
battery lifespan, andminimise
environmental impact.
These factors highlight the

needforadvancedbatteryman-
agementsystemsthatprioritise
sustainability ineveryaspect—
an area where Energy & Fire’s
expertiseandcapabilities truly
stand out.

ENERGY&FIRETECH
INDIA: AGAME-
CHANGER INBATTERY
RESTORATION
TECHNOLOGY
Over the last 8 years, Energy
& Fire Tech India has estab-
lished itself as a pioneer in
extending the lifespanof lead-
acid batteries with its innova-
tive Battery Restoration

Technology. The
organisation’s solu-
tions improve bat-
terycapacity,reduce
sulfation—a leading
causeofbattery fail-
ures—and signifi-
cantly lower main-
tenance costs. The
brainchild of serial
e n t r e p r e n e u r

Kavinder Khurana, Energy &
Fire has quickly established
itself as a leading player in the
battery rejuvenation industry.
It provides cost-effective bat-
tery recovery technology for
all types of lead-acid batteries,

which limits the
impact on the
environment by
prolonging the
useful lifespanof
the batteries. Its
unique technol-
o g y h e l p s
improve battery
performanceand
e f f i c i e n c y ,
reduce battery
ma in t en ance
cost and reduce
powerconsump-

tion in battery charging.

THENUMBERS SPEAK
FORTHEMSELVES
ThescaleofEnergy&FireTech
India’s impact and achieve-
ments speak for themselves:
lMorethan500corporations
served since 2017, including

industries like telecom,
banking and manufactur-
ing—that use batteries
heavily.

l Preventing substantialwaste
and pollution with over 3
lakh batteries rejuvenated.

l Atotal of over300 franchise
partnerships in different
reg ions across India ,
enabling customers fromall
regionsof thecountry touti-
lise its services.
Such initiativesarecrucial in

addressingthe increasingenvi-
ronmentalconcern.According
to the U N Global E-Wa ste
Monitor, 2023, a developing
country like India produces
almost 2.7 million tonnes of
e-waste every year. Energy &
Fire has been activelyworking
towards reducing battery
waste—the need of the hour.

EXPERTPERSPECTIVES
Energy management experts
highlight that thedevelopment

of environment friendly alter-
natives are critically essential
in industries with high energy
consumption.
“Lead-acid batteries are

indispensable foruninterrupt-
ed operations in sectors like
banking. Extending their life-
cyclenotonlyreducescostsbut
also supports environmental
goals. Companies like Energy
& Fire are setting the bench-
mark for sustainable battery
management ,” says Ravi

Menon, an energy consultant.
Banks, too, are recognising

the value of such innovations.
According to Pankaj Gupta, a
senioroperationsmanagerat a
leading private bank, “Energy
& Fire’s battery rejuvenation
services has helped us cut bat-
tery replacement costs by
nearly40%.Theorganisation’s
lease model also gives us flex-
ibility without compromising
reliability.”

FUTUREOUTLOOK:
SCALING IMPACT IN
BANKINGANDBEYOND
Astheexpansionofbankopera-
tions progresses, the demand

for reliable and dominating
sustainable UPS battery solu-
tions will increase. Energy &
Fire Tech India is well posi-
tioned to meet this scale of
demand with its expanding
footprint and innovativeoffer-
ings. Additionally, the compa-
ny’s investment inresearchand
development as well as
advanced technology enables
it to dominate the battery res-
toration sector.

CONCLUSION: A
SUSTAINABLEPATH
FORWARD
Handlingmillions of UPS bat-
teries used across retail bank-
ing network is an organisa-
tional nightmare, but it also
presents the possibility of
obtaining more eco-friendly
and economically beneficial
approaches. Energy & Fire
Tech India has taken up the
init iat ive by developing

Reducing the cost of energy in thebanking sector

ENERGY
& FIRE

Over the last 8 years, Energy & Fire Tech India has established itself as a pioneer in extending the lifespan of lead-acid batteries. With its innovative
Battery Restoration Technology, the organisation is completely revamping the battery maintenance approach for the Indian banking sector

CreatedbyMintBrandStudio

By choosing Energy & Fire
Tech India, banks can
optimise their operations
today while ensuring a more
sustainable and eco-friendly
future.

For more information on How
Energy and Fire Tech India is
helping businesses achieve
energy cost savings
visit: www.restorelife.io

For any business enquiries
write to: info@restorelife.io

Our mission is
to transform
battery

management into a
sustainable practice
that delivers long-term
value for businesses
and the environment.
The banking sector
plays a crucial role,
and we are here to
support them every
step of the way
Kavinder Khurana
MD, Energy & Fire Tech India

Energy
management

experts highlight
that the

development of
environment

friendly
alternatives are
critically essential
in industries with

high energy
consumption

Smart Battery
Monitoring
System
The company has recently
developed a Smart Battery
Monitoring System for its bulk
battery users, The Smart
Battery Monitoring System
tracks real-time battery
performance, detects issues
early, and optimises
maintenance to extend
battery life, reduce downtime
and ensure reliability.

Cost-Effective
Batteries on
Lease Service
The company offers
Batteries-as-a-Service (BaaS)
model, where batteries are
available on lease without the
upfront cost of purchasing
new ones, which also
provides benefits from
comprehensive maintenance
and replacements as and
when needed. It also allows
for the enjoyment of tax
advantages and significantly
reduces operational costs.

Sustainability
As over 300,000 batteries
have been revived over time,
the business has greatly
mitigated the ecological
impact caused by battery
disposal.

Economic
Impact
Energy & Fire is
demonstrating that energy
sustainability and economic
viability are not mutually
exclusive as it has proved
with several clients in last 8
years that there is a cost
saving also while the lifespan
of the batteries is prolonged
unconventionally.

EBEP—Battery
Rejuvenation
Technology
This technology enables the
company to restore old lead
batteries used in stationery
applications to near-new
condition, extending their
service life by up to 70% and
reducing the need for
frequent replacements.

solutionsthatarecost-effective
and eco-friendly.
ForEnergy&Fire’s custom-

ers—partners from the bank-
ing sector—engagingwith the
company isnot simplyameans
of cost reduction. It is amatter
ofensuringreliability,meeting
sustainability targets and
adoptingnecessary innovative
approaches to be relevant in
today’s operational environ-
ment. With the transforma-
tions takingplace in the finan-
cial services industry, such
approaches will go a long way
in ensuring competitiveness
and sustainability.

5 ways how
Energy & Fire is
making a
difference

1

2

3 4 5
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Accentureclocks$1.2billion
GenAIorders inNovquarter
Overall spending environment hasn’t changed, abundant skills available in India: Accenture

Accenture’s total order bookings fromGen AI is roughly the same as the FY24 revenue of LTIMindtree Ltd. REUTERS

JasBardia
jas.bardia@livemint.com
MUMBAI

A ccenture Plc, the world’s
largest software services
company, secured$1.2bil-
lion in generative AI (Gen
AI)bookingsinthequarter-

ended November 2024, bringing its
total orders in the segment to $4.2 bil-
lion since September 2023. This is its
highestGenAIbookingsinanyquarter,
signalling that clients are increasing
spendingonthenewtechnology.
Accenture,which followsaSeptem-

ber-August financial year,was the first
softwareservicescompanytostateGen
AI deal value in June last year when it
won $100million in pure-play GenAI
projects inthequarter. India’s informa-
tiontechnology(IT)servicesproviders
are yet to spell out revenue frompure-
playGenAIprojects.
However, in the company’s post-

earningscallwithanalystsonThursday,
chief executive Julie Sweet noted that
the overall spending environment
remains the same. Hence, companies
keen on Gen AI are prioritizing their
spending on the segment, rather than
increasingspendingoverall.
“Right now, it still generally feels

morelikeaprioritizationwithincurrent
budgets;andso,we’ll seewhathappens
in January and February,” she said.
Companieswillhavetofocusonspend-
ing on data foundation first and
thenonAI itself, she said.
Accenturereported$1billioninGen

AIprojectsinthethreemonthsend-
ing August 2024, taking its total
order bookings to $3 billion in a
year.
GenAIbookingsmadeup6.4%of

the company’s overall order book-
ingsof $18.7billion for thequarter.
Toputit inperspective,Accenture’s
total order bookings from Gen AI
areroughly thesameastheFY24reve-
nue of LTIMindtree Ltd, India’s sixth
largest software servicescompany.
Gen AI entered boardroom discus-

sions after the launch of ChatGPT in
November 2022. The technology can
make content in written, audio and
visual forms justbymeansofaprompt.

WhileAccenture isoptimisticabout
thegrowthinGenAI,atleastoneanalyst
said itmayaddpricingpressure.
“WethinktheITservices industry is

experiencingpricingpressureinmany
lines of business, consistent with the
past few quarters. For CY25, we think
BPOandapplicationdevelopmentand
maintenance will continue to experi-

ence pricing pressure as well as incre-
mental deflationary forces driven by
generativeAI,”KeithBachman,anana-
lystwithBMOCapitalMarkets,wrotein
anotedated5December.“Inparticular,
we believe that renewals will be chal-
lenging since customerswill seek, and
likelyget, lowerrenewalpricesthanhis-

toricalnormsasthepowerandcapabili-
ties of generative AI increase,” said
Bachman.
Accenture ended November with

799,000employees,whichisanincrease
of 24,000 from the preceding quarter.
Thebulkof thehiringwas in India.
“Wedidaddabout24,000people in

thefirstquarter,whichisreallyreflect-

iveatthemomentumthatweseeinour
business,” saidAngiePark,chief finan-
cial officer of Accenture. “We’ll con-
tinuetohireforthedemandthatwesee
andtheskills thatweneed.AndIwould
giveyoualittlebitmorecontextthatthe
hiringthatwesawthisquartersimilarto
last was that it was concentrated in

India,” sheadded.
ChiefexecutiveSweetattributedthe

hiringinIndiatoskill-basedcapabilities.
Abig reasonwhycompanies turn to

Indiaistheavailabilityofskills, shesaid.
“Tenyearsago, itwasaboutlabourarbi-
trage.Today, it’sabouttheabilitytoget
these skills at scale,” shesaid.
EvenasAccenture’sGenAIbookings
reflectoptimism,thecompanyreit-
erated its stance on themacroeco-
nomicenvironment.
“Wehaveastrongstart inQ1,we

have strong guidance inQ2which
wasreallydriven,itwasbroad-based
and driven by our organic growth.
At the same time, you heard Julie
say, the macro remains the same.

There’s no change in the overall envi-
ronment,”saidAngiePark,chief finan-
cialofficerofAccenture.
Accenture’srevenueinthefirstquar-

ter totalled $17.69 billion, up 7.8%
sequentially.

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

NEW-TECHSHIFT
ACCENTURE’S
record Gen AI
bookings signal that
clients are upping
new-tech spending

THE company
reported $1 billion in
Gen AI projects in
the threemonths
ending August 2024

IT took Accenture’s
total order bookings
to $3 billion at the
end of the last
financial year

GENAI bookings
made up 6.4% of the
company’s overall
order bookings of
$18.7 bn for the qtr

remainedunansweredatpub-
lishing time.
“Thebuyingpatternofcon-

sumers has changed signifi-
cantlyandthenon-availability
of discounted pulses on
e-commerceplatforms isadd-
ing to thewoesof consumers,
whoareforcedtobuyessential
pulsesathigherprices,” saidB.
B. Singh, a former official of
the IndianCouncilofAgricul-

tural Research.
“As longas subsi-
dized pulses are
available, they
should be made
accessible tocon-
sumers. The
reach of e-com-
merce is expand-
ing to tier-II and
-III cities. It’s the

bestwaytobenefit consumers
fromgovernment schemes.”
India’se-commercemarket

is projected to increase from
$58.97 billion in 2024 to
$101.40 billion by 2029,
according tomarket research
firm Statista, growing at a
compounded annual growth
rate of 11.45%.

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

peas play a crucial role in
India’s food inflation. While
the pace of price rise for the
keystapleandasourceofpro-
teineasedinOctober,demand
continues tooutstripproduc-
tion. The output of pulses in
India rose to24.5million ton-
nes (mt) in FY24 from 16.3mt
in FY16, but was short of the
demand that increased to
about 27mt.
TheBharatDal schemewas

introduced last year to offer
pulsesat cheaperpriceswhen
inflation in the category had
soared todouble digits.
The first phase was rolled

out in July last year due to
lower gram (chana) produc-
tion and ended in June 2024.
The second phase began in
October this year.
Whileonlinemarketplaces

such as Amazon and Flipkart
can only host sellers and are
not allowed to directly sell
products to consumers, they
agreedtobecome
partners at the
start of bothpha-
ses.
“Since they

haveagreed tobe
our retail part-
ners, they must
make pulses
available to con-
sumers. It will
benefitmillionsofconsumers
who prefer buying through
online portals,” the second
personquotedearlier said. “It
has also come to our notice
thatsomee-commerceplayers
aredisplayingtheproductbut
marking itasoutof stock.This
needs to be fixed.”
Queries emailed to the

e-commerce companies and
theconsumeraffairsministry
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BharatDal, coming
soon to anonline
grocernear you

The output of pulses in India
rose to 24.5million tonnes in
FY24. HT

The Bharat Dal
schemewas

introduced last
year to offer

pulses at cheaper
prices when

inflation soared
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A weekly list of C-Suiters who have moved up
the corporate ladder either within or outside
their companies.
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Appointed as group chief
information officer at Rockman
Industries

Ajay
Ajmera

Appointed as chief financial officer
at Universal Music

Amita
Karia

Appointed as chief financial officer
at Orient Electric

Arvind
Vats

Appointed asMD and group VP
India and SAAR at ServiceNow

Ganesh
Lakshminarayanan

Appointed as president, CBO -
Talevate & HEX and group CHRO
at CL Educate

Alok
Mehta

Appointed as chief human
resources officer at BIBA Fashion

Anand
Jha

Appointed as headM&A
at ZETWERK

Anshul
Mittal

Appointed as vice president & SBU
head atWilo Group

Dr. Ravindra
Utgikar

Appointed as president & CEO
at Arvind AdvancedMaterials

Gurpreet
Bhatia

Appointed as chief marketing
officer at iD Fresh Foods

Gaurav
Kwatra

Appointed as group president -
people and talent at Reliance
Industries

Ira
Bindra

Appointed as global head andMD
India GCC atMashreq Bank

Jyothi
Bathula

Appointed as chief marketing
officer at Hero Realty

Karan
Kumar

Appointed as chief human
resources officer at Jagran New
Media

Manoj
Mishra

Appointed as group CEO at Apollo
Sindoori Hotels

Munish
Kumar

Appointed asmanaging director-
business services, acceleration
centres, India at PwC India

Pushpa
Nalavade

Appointed as chief operating
officer - renewable energy
at PwC India

Vineet
Davis

Appointed as chief operating
officer at Zee Learn

Mayank
Jain

Appointed as vice president sales
at Haldiram Food International

Nitesh
G

Appointed as sales director
at Nivea India

Srikanth
Iyer

the second half of fiscal 2025,
theysaid.
“Edibleoilandwheatprices

havegoneupsignificantly.This
does create pressure on mar-
ginsinshorttermbecauseprice
change cannot be effected
immediately,” said Hemant

companies remained under
pressure, analysts at Motilal
Oswal said inareport released
earlier this month. However,
companiesareexpectedtotake
calibratedpricehikes tooffset
rising rawmaterial costs. This
will boost revenue growth in

“The surge in palm oil and
derivativespricestotheextent
of an year-on-year increase of
20-30%hasimpactedthesoaps
category, which represents a
1/3rd of our standalone busi-
ness revenue. To partly offset
the cost increases we have

taken price
increases, redu-
cedgrammageof
key packs and
reduced various
trade schemes,”
thecompanysaid
in a quarterly
update.
“Such pricing

actions typically
haveminimal impact on cate-
goryconsumptionbutdoresult
in reduced inventory across
wholesaleandhouseholdpan-
try.Historicalpatternsindicate
a normalization in volume
growthfollowingpricestabili-
zation,” it said.

Malik, executive director of
ITC,whichsellsawideportfo-
lioofstaplesandsnacksinclud-
ing Bingo chips and Sunfeast
cookies.
“Pricing is expected to cor-

rect to account for inflation.
Thereisalimittohowlongcur-
rentpressurescan
be sustained and
to how much
value you can get
fromcostandeffi-
ciency measures.
We closelymoni-
tor industry
trendsacross seg-
ments and typi-
callyalignwiththe
marketleader,andleadpricing
wherewehaveleadership,”he
said inan interview lastweek.
Lastweek,GodrejConsumer

ProductsLtd,which sellsCin-
tholandGodrejNo.1soaps,said
ithasmadeselectpricehikesin
its soapsportfolio.

months,Shahsaid.
Companies will likely bal-

ancedirectpriceincreaseswith
grammagereductions tomiti-
gate the full impact of rising
costs on consumers, Shah
added.
India’slastepisodeofshrink-

flationwasin2022whencom-
modity prices were similarly
high.Thephasecametoanend
in themiddle of 2023 as input
prices fell.
In the September quarter,

India’s fast-movingconsumer
goodsindustrygrewby5.7%in
value. According to market
researcherNielsenIQ,thiswas
due to a 4.1% volume growth
and 1.5% price growth. The
FMCG sector faced a tough
operating environment in the
quarterduetosubduedmacro-
economic conditions, inven-
tory corrections, adverse
weather, andhigh inflation.
Volume growth for most

imported crude oils, prompt-
ing local edible oil sellers to
raiseprices.Meanwhile,wheat
flour and cocoa too have seen
significant inflation.
Biscuit maker Parle has

begun raising the prices of
someproducts andpacksizes.
“Across foods, we will see

companiestakebetween5%to
7% price hikes; some have
already started doing that.
However, with the kind of
increasewehaveseen(incom-
modities), this price increase
willnotbesufficienttomitigate
inflation fully.The reason
behind this is that edible oil is
up 40–45% versus last year,
whilewheatflourisup20–25%
comparedwithlastyear.Sugar
prices are up, too," said
MayankShah, vice-president,
Parle. Price hikes will roll out
over the next two to three
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Soaps to biscuits to costmore as palmoil, wheat turndear

India’s last episode of shrinkflation was in 2022 when commodity
prices were similarly high. It ended in themiddle of 2023. MINT

Companiesmay
balance direct
price hikes with

grammage cuts to
mitigate the

impact of costs
on consumers

cant stakes sawsevere selling.
Investorswillnowwatchfor

theUSGDPdata for the third
quarter later tonight, and the
minutesoftheReserveBankof
India’s6Decembermonetary
policy committee meeting
expectedonFriday.
ICICIBank,RelianceIndus-

tries,HDFCBank, Infosys,and
Tata Consultancy Services
togetheraccountedforalmost
three-fifthsof theNifty’s fallof
247.15 points.
The broader markets out-

performed the benchmarks,
with theNiftyMidcap150and
Nifty Smallcap 250 falling

investorsat thehelmamidlow
volumes,” Jasani added.
FPIs sold shares worth a

provisional₹4,224.92croreon
Thursday, while domestic
institutional investorsnetpur-
chased₹3,943.24croreworth
of equities.
FPIsare likely tohaveraised

fresh shorts in derivatives to
account for the fall, but data
supporting this was not
released by NSE until press
time.
Thedecline in localmarkets

followed an overnight slump
of 2.58% and 3.6% each in the
DowJonesandNasdaqindices
after the Fed announcement.
In Asia, South Korea’s Kospi
and Jakarta Composite shed
almost 2% each, with China’s
CSI 300being themajor lone

FROM PAGE 1 exception to close 0.9%
higher. France’s CAC traded
down almost 1.5%,whileGer-
many’sDax tradeddownaper
cent at press time.
Theopen interest (OI)posi-

tions in the Nifty monthly
futures contract underline
Jasani’sexpectationsofanear-
term bounce. While OI
increasedby justa fifthofaper
cent, contractprice fell almost
a per cent to ₹24,021.50 a
share (25 shares make a con-
tract). The contract expires
nextThursday.
A fall inprice accompanied

by open interest remaining
relatively flat indicates the
market may be close to bot-
tomingout.
The rupee fell 12 paise to

close at a life-low of 85.07 on
likelyFPIoutflows, ascompa-
nies where they hold signifi-

0.24%and0.3%to21571.3and
18,057.20 respectively.
“Overall, we expect Indian

markets to remain subdued
and track global cues in this
volatile environment,” said
Siddhartha Khemka, head of
research,wealthmanagement
atMotilalOswalFinancialSer-
vices.
“For traders, the key sup-

port zones are at 23870
/79000andthe200-daySMA
(simple moving average) or
23825/78800,” said Shrikant
Chouhan, head of equity
research atKotak Securities.
“If the indexremainsabove

these levels, we could see a
quick pullback rally towards
24150–24200/79500–7980
0. Conversely, if it falls below
the 200-day SMA or 23825/
78800, it could slip till
23750–2372/78500–78350.”

Fed decision to slowpace of rate cuts hits Indian stocks

Theopen interest positions in theNiftymonthly futures contract
increasedby only a fifth of a per cent on Thursday. REUTERS

KrishnaYadav
krishna.yadav@livemint.com
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T he Delhi high court
rejected a plea by the
income tax department

against American multina-
tionalWesternUnionFinancial
Services, citing provisions of
the India-US double taxation
avoidanceagreement(DTAA).
The court on 18 December

held that Western Union did
nothaveaso-calledpermanent
establishment (PE) in India
and, therefore, could not be
taxed under the Income Tax
Act, 1961, for transactions
between2001and2016.
Thehighcourtbench ruled

thatthemereprovisionofsoft-
ware by a foreign company to
itsIndianagentsdidnotconsti-
tuteaPEtoattract tax liability.
“The software utilized for

connectingtheIndianagentsto
themainframe,being intangi-
bleproperty,wouldinvariably
beexcludedfromthethreshold
of PE. The argument of the
premises of the Indian agents
constitutingaPEisclearlymis-
conceived since these were
independentthirdpartieswith
their own business portfolios.
Their premises, in any case,
wouldnotsatisfythetestofvir-
tualprojection,”thejudgement
stated. Under the IncomeTax
Act, 1961,aforeignentityistax-
able in India if it has a perma-
nent establishment, which
refers to a fixed place of busi-
nesssuchasabranch,office,or
dependent agent through
which itsbusiness iswhollyor
partly conducted in India.
Section5oftheIndia-UStax

treaty specifies that a foreign
enterprisedoesnothaveaper-
manent establishment in the
other countrymerely by con-
ducting business through an
independentagent, likeabro-
ker or commission agent, as
long as the agent operates in
theordinarycourseofbusiness.
However, if theagentworks

exclusively or almost exclu-
sivelyfortheenterpriseandthe
transactions are not at arm’s
length, the enterprisemay be
deemed to have a permanent
establishment.
TheIndia-USDTAA,signed

on 12 September 1989 and
effective from 18 December
1990, aims to prevent double
taxation and allocate taxing
rightsbetweenthetwonations.

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

DelhiHC
rejects tax
plea against
Western
Union

I-T department sought to tax
Western Union citing it ran a
PE in India. MINT
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Khan and his sons Aryan and
AbRam create a connect with
audiencesduringpublicitymay
actuallywork.Names likehim
andMaheshBabuhelpgener-
ateadditionalcontentforprint,
digital and television media
across thecountry.
To be sure, the previous

instalmentofThe Lion King in
2019 had also seen Khan lend
his voice for dubbing, and the
film earned over ₹150 crore at
the box office in India. Other
animatedtitlessuchasThe Jun-

film,but that is usually seenas
part of themarketing budget.
Having Shah Rukh Khan on
boardalsobrings in theadded
advantageofhimparticipating
in marketing, doing media
interactions and reaching out
toawideraudiencetoenhance
the potential and value of the
film,” Rahul Puri, managing
director of Mukta Arts and
MuktaA2Cinemas, said.
Especially in the case of a

father-son story like Mufasa,
Purisaidthestrategyofhaving

Micromax, Phison set
up JV for storage chips
MiPhi has started manufacturing fromMicromax’s Greater Noida facility

gle Book, which made ₹188
crore in 2016, have also bene-
fited fromcelebritydubs.
“Thereisclearlyanaudience

that is up for such strategies
andcanrelatetothestarpower,
evenif itcomesjustviaavoice.
India isasmallmarket forHol-
lywoodintheoverallschemeof
thingsbuthashugepotentialto
grow,”filmproducer,tradeand
exhibitionexpertGirishJohar
said. Trade experts point out
thatwhiletopIndianfilmstars
cancharge₹5-10crorefordub-
bing jobs, the returns are usu-
allypositivefortheHollywood
studiothatis lookingtolocalize
itsofferings.Further, it isawin-
win for both parties, since the
actorsalsoget tobeassociated
with an international project
andanopportunitytostayrele-
vant between their own local
languagereleases.
Industry experts point out

thatit isanestablishedpractice
inHollywood to sell animated
films on the names that dub
them, such as Mike Myers
being thevoiceofShrek.

Read an extended version of
this story at livemint.com.

Lata Jha
lata.j@htlive.com
NEWDELHI

D ubbingbyIndiansuper-
stars like Shah Rukh
KhanandMaheshBabu

can greatly lift the reach and
box office potential of Holly-
woodanimationfilmsreleasing
in the local theatres.
Take, for instance,WaltDis-

ney’s Mufasa: The Lion King
that isset forreleasethisweek.
Tradeexpertssaythatvoicesof
names likeKhan and Mahesh
Babu, who have respectively
dubbed for Hindi and Telugu
versions of the film, can
enhance the box office poten-
tial of suchHollywoodmovies
bynearly40%in India.
While American films have

long been dubbed for Indian
audiences, studios have
recently been keen on engag-
ingmainstreamBollywoodand
southern film voices to add
value andhelpmarketing and
promotional campaigns.
“Dubbingbycelebritiesmay

add a couple of crores to the
overall costs of a Hollywood

Star dubs liftHollywood films in India

Shah Rukh Khan has lent his voice for the Hindi version ofWalt
Disney’sMufasa: The Lion King, set for release this week. AFP

Rahul Sharma, co-founder ofMicromax Informatics, says commercial shipments from
the JV will begin in the first quarter of 2025.

Gulveen Aulakh
gulveen.aulakh@livemint.com
NEWDELHI

I ndianmobilephonecompanyMicro-
max Informaticshas tiedupwithTai-
wanese NAND storage chip maker
PhisonElectronics to develophigh-
end storageproducts for enterprise,

automotiveandartificial intelligence (AI)
models.
The joint venture (JV) calledMiPhi, in

whichMicromax holds a 55% stake, has
startedmanufacturing the storage chips
or solid-state drives from Micromax’s
GreaterNoida facility andwill trainusers
on integrating the chips with existing
infrastructure.
“By combining our local market

expertise with Phison’s critical techno-
logical prowess,we arepoised todeliver
breakthrough solutions,” said Rahul
Sharma, co-founder ofMicromax Infor-
matics, in a release onThursday.
“With this venture, we aim to bring

down the cost of GPU (graphics pro-
cessing unit) by one-tenth by bringing
the lowest per token cost in the world.
This will help us in disrupting the AI
landscape not only in India but also in
specific agreed-upon regions,” said
Sharma.
As part of its go-to-market strategy,

MiPhi will leverage Micro-
max’s established relation-
shipswith Indianclients and
Phison’s advanced NAND
storage solutions (which can
retaindataevenwhenpower
is switchedoff) for collabora-
tions across industries. The
companies, however, didnot
reveal the capacity or scale ofmanufac-
turing from theGreater Noida facility.
Local sales teams across India will

focus on embedded solutions for auto-
mobiles, the Internet of Things (IoT),
mobiledevices,datacentres, information
technologyhubs, consumerdevices, and
removable storagedevices and systems.
The companywill also focus oncustom-

izeddesign solutions forAI and security
applications.
MiPhi will specialize in custom-de-

signed NAND storage solutions for AI,
enterprise and automotive use cases,
addressing theneedsof both Indian and
specific agreed-uponmarkets.

Indiahasbeenahub for technological
growth, and thevision setby thegovern-
ment further enables homegrowncom-
panies to innovate at an exponentially
higher rate, saidK.S.Pua, chief executive
officer of Phison.
“By uniting Micromax’s local market

understandingwithPhison’sworld-class
storage technologies, we’re well-posi-

tioned to create impactful solutions
across SMBs (small and medium busi-
nesses), automotive, IoT, AI, enterprise
workloads, and beyond,” he added.
Puanoted that thecompany's technol-

ogyAIadaptive canhelp institutions and
companies reduce the trainingcostsofAI

modelsbya tenth,whichwill
be its pitch to the Indian
market.
Designingstoragechipsets

for servers is critical for any
country, from both security
and strategic perspective.
Sharma said trials with a

few leadingorganizations in
Indiawill be completed thismonth, and
commercial shipmentswill begin in the
first quarter of 2025. “Our concept is
designed first for India and then for the
world. Our aspiration is to get the first
design ready in twoyears.Wearebuild-
ing up a team and expect to have 1,000
engineers in thenext threeyears. Phison
will train all of them,” he added.

TECHTONIC
MIPHIwill specialize
in custom-designed
NAND storage
solutions for AI, auto
enterprise use cases

THE 55:45 JV will
train users on
integrating the
chips with existing
infrastructure

MICROMAX
founder Sharma said
MiPhi is expected to
have 1,000 engineers
in next three years

Canara HSBC Life Insurance Company Limited
139, Sector - 44, Gurugram-122003, Haryana (India)

Tel: 0124-4535500, Email: procurement@canarahsbclife.in

NOTICE INVITING BIDS/OFFERS

Open Tender is invited against RFP for Supply of Cards dated 20th December 2024.
Above tender has been uploaded on https://www.canarahsbclife.com/tenders-notices.html,
website of Canara HSBC Life Insurance Company Ltd. All prospective bidders are advised to
visit the aforesaid website for downloading the RFP.

E-Tender Notice for Invitation to Bid for Selection of Supplier for the Procurement
Gujarat International Finance Tec-City Company Limited invite bids from reputed, qualified, experienced and financially
soundSupplier for the followingProcurement:

Bid documentmaybe downloaded online fromwebsite at https://tender.nprocure.com
Tender fee of Bid document is Rs.10,000/- payable in the form of Demand Draft / Banker’s Cheque / Pay Order in favor of
“Gujarat International Finance Tec-City Company Limited” payable at Ahmedabad.For further details and updates
please log on to ourWebsitewww.giftgujarat.in
Contact Person:
ChiefTechnical Officer (CTO)
Tel: 079-61708300 E-mail:contract@giftgujarat.in

Sd/-
Managing Director & Group CEO

Gujarat International Finance Tec-City Company Limited (GIFTCL)
EPS-Building no.49A, Block 49, Zone 04, Gyan Marg, GIFT City, Gujarat, INDIA Pin –382355.

Tel.: +91 7961708300, CIN:U75100GJ2007SGC051160

GUJARAT INTERNATIONAL FINANCE TEC-CITY COMPANY
LIMITED (GIFTCL)

Name of Procurement Duration Online
availability of

Bid
Document

Last Date of
Online Bid
Submission

Last Date of
Physical Bid
Submission

Establishment of various ICT systems for
transit campus of GIFT International
F in tech Ins t i tu te ( IFI ) and GIFT
International Fintech Innovation Hub
(Ihub) atGIFTTwobuilding

05 (Five
Months)

20th December
2024 to 03rd
January 2025

up to 12:00 hrs

03rd January 2025
up to 15:00 hrs

04th January
2025 up to 15:00

hrs

(Bid Reference No.: GIFT/ICT/SC/2024/06)
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still abovetheir target, thatcouldaddto
further caution in cutting rates.
Estimates creepingup
Following the 2008 financial crisis,

economists and Fed policymakers
steadilyreviseddowntheirestimatesof
theneutralrate.Superlowinterestrates
and reservoirs of monetary stimulus
didn’t deliver much of an economic
boost. Some economists argued that
low interest rates were here to stay,
thanks to demographic headwinds
fromanagingworkforceandachronic
shortfallofdemandfornewinvestment.
Someofthesesameeconomiststhink

neutralrateshavegoneupinthepastfew
years, after a barrage of fiscal stimulus
shockedtheeconomyintoanewequilib-
riumduringtheCovid-19pandemic.
Theviewlastdecadethatborrowing

costs would stay low became embed-
ded in bond yields, mortgage rates,
equity prices and countless other
assets.Theprospectofahigherneutral
ratesuggestsmortgagerates, forexam-
ple, might be stuck above where they
were in the 2010s.
Economists cite several factors that

couldbeboostingtheneutralrate,includ-
inghighergovernmentdeficits thatwill
reduce private savings. Meanwhile,
investment demand could be higher
becauseofthegreen-energytransition,a
desire todiversify supplychains, andan
artificial-intelligence-fueled frenzy for
electricity-intensivedatacenters.
Over thepastyear,neutral-rateesti-

mates by Fed officials have gradually
crept higher.
Every quarter, Fed officials project

where rateswill settle over the longer
run,which is ineffect theirestimateof
neutral.Themedianestimatedeclined
from 4.25% in 2012 to 2.5% in 2019. It
stayed at that level through 2023 but
has steadily crept higher in all four

quarterlyprojections this year—to3%
in those releasedWednesday.
Eight of 19 officials’ estimates were

above3%. InJune2023,only twooffi-
cials thought neutral was above 3%.
Withthe latestcut, thebenchmarkfed-
funds ratewill sit around4.3%.
‘Knowitby itsworks’
Powell has long been dismissive of

using overly precise estimates of the
neutralratetosetpolicy.TheJesuit-ed-
ucatedcentralbankeroftenasserts that
officials only “know it by itsworks.”
Theupshot is thatevenif theneutral

ratehasgoneup, “wewon’thaveclear,
strong evidence of that” in time to set
policyaccordingly, saidJonFaust,who
served as a senior adviser to Powell
from2018until June.
Faust said there’s good reason to

think neutral could be as low as 2.5%
and ashigh as 4%.
In therun-upto thisweek’s ratecut,

ahandfulofFedofficialshadbegun to
voice unease with assuming that the
central bank could make deeper cuts
basedonwhatmightbeaflawednotion
about the locationof neutral.
“A strategy of repeatedly lowering

the fed-funds target range toward a
moreneutral level reliesonconfidence
that theneutral level ismaterially lower
thanwhere rates are now,”Dallas Fed
PresidentLorieLogansaid inaspeech
lastmonth.Recentdataoffersevidence
thatneutralhasgoneup,andthereare
“somehints that it couldbe very close
towhere the fed-funds rate is now.”
LoganwarnedtheFedwouldfacean

unappetizing prospect of having to
hikerates if thecentralbankcutstoofar
pastneutralandinflationreaccelerates.
Anewregime
Tobesure, thestrengthof theecon-

omyin the faceofhigher interest rates
inrecentyearscouldreflect sometem-

porary factors, suchaselevated immi-
grationortheabilityofhouseholdsand
companiesto lockinlowerratesduring
thepandemic.Someeconomists think
asthoseforceswane, theFed’s interest-
rate stancecould start tobite intoeco-
nomic activitymore than it has.
But as more time passes with the

economygrowingsteadily,“itshouldat
leastraisethepossibilityamongpolicy-
makersthatwe’vejustbeenshockedinto
a new regime” of higher neutral rates,
said JasonThomas , chief economist at
private-equitymanagerCarlyleGroup.
Justasmarketparticipantsandpoli-

cymakersslowlyconcluded10yearsago
that lower interestratesweren’t simply
due to the Fed’s easy-money policies
but insteadreflectedbroaderstructural
forces, so too could investors and cen-
tralbankersconcludeoverthenext few
years that higher interest rates might
notsimplyreflect theFed’s rapidhikes
of 2022-23 to corral high inflation.
Recentdatapointing to an increase

of laborproductivity“signals tomethat
this is an economy that is fundamen-
tallydifferent thanwhatwasobserved
in thedecadeafter theglobal financial
crisis,” said Thomas. By next spring,
moreeconomicactorsmight “cometo
the realization that ‘higher rateswere
all due to theFed’ is not a full explana-
tion forwhat’s happened.”
If officials conclude that theneutral

ratehasmovedup, then theFedcould
be done cutting for quite some time,
saidThomas.
“This last cutputs themlowenough

that theycould say, ‘Thismightbe the
upper bound on where the neutral
interest rate actually is, and we’ll just
wait it out to see it,’” said Eric Rosen-
gren,whowaspresidentof theBoston
Fed from2007 to 2021.
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Fed officials are trying to figure out the just-right interest rate. Some think they may be close

ThenextbigFeddebate:
Has theeraofvery low
interest ratesended?

USFed chair JeromePowell described recent rate cuts as an effort to recalibrate borrowing costs to amore ‘neutral’ setting. AP

business,” he told Interfax
newsagency. “This is thepath
to bankruptcy.”
Another frequent critic of

thecentral bank, tycoonOleg
Deripaska, asked earlier this
year for the“enslaving”rate to
be loweredto5%for thecoun-
try “to breathe.”
Atarecenteconomicforum,

ViktorKhaikov, thepresident
of theNational Association of
Oil and Gas Services, asked a
large audience for a show of
hands of those industrialists
who have significantly
reduced their investments in
technological development
dueto increasedinterest rates.

All raised their hands.
With the backlash against

Nabiullina growing, some
have called for her dismissal.
Earlier this month, Sergei

Mironov, leader of the third-
largest party in Russia’s State
Duma, suggested Nabiullina
shouldbesackedandheldper-
sonally accountable for the
economy’stroubles.Thelobby
groupRussianUnionofIndus-
trialistsandEntrepreneurshas
proposed giving the govern-
ment oversight of some
aspects ofmonetary policy.
“In effect,Nabiullinahas to

choose: preserve the institu-
tional independence of the

Steel employees, has stewed
for years over layoffs and the
company’s shifting produc-
tion to a nonunion plant in
Arkansas. It saidTokyo-based
Nippon Steel could diminish
U.S. Steel’s production capa-
bilities so the company could
import steel from Nippon’s
plants elsewhere.
“We believe steel is a local

business, and U.S. customers
should receive steel made in
the United States,” Nippon
Steel’sMori said lastweek.
Mori has spent months

rejecting the union’s claims
anddoggedlycampaigned for
support frommayors, gover-
norsandmembersof thesteel-
workers union. Mayors from
Gary and communities near
Pittsburgharrangedameeting
between Mori and the steel-
workersunionpresident,Dave
McCall, onWednesday, aim-
ing foranagreementbetween
the labor group and the Japa-
nese steelmaker.
Morihaspromisedjobsecu-

rity,$5,000bonuses if thedeal
iscompletedandnearly$3bil-
lion of investments in U.S.

Steel’s older
plants.
Union leaders

panned Nippon
Steel’s pledge to
pay the bonuses
as “simple brib-
ery.”
The union’s

opposition has
helped Republi-

cansandDemocrats alike line
up against the deal, despite
Japan’s statusasoneofAmer-
ica’s closest allies. A panel of
federalagencieshasbeeneval-
uating the deal’s risks to U.S.
national security and has a
Dec. 23 deadline to complete
its work. The committee’s
reportcouldgiveBidenjustifi-
cation for blocking the sale.
If the deal collapses, U.S.

Steel will likely have a tough
timeinthenear termboosting
sales and profit on its own.
Steel prices are down nearly
40% from a year ago. Buyers
haverepeatedlyrejectedprice
increases from steelmakers
since thespringwithplentyof
cheaper steel still available.

BobTita
feedback@livemint.com
GARY, INDIANA

I nameetingroomfacingthe
century-oldU.S.Steelplant,
Takahiro Mori offered his

vision for the plant’s next
chapter under anewowner.
Flanked by steelworkers

andcity leaders, thevicechair-
man of Japan’s Nippon Steel
last week pledged to invest
nearly $950 million in U.S.
Steel’s largest mill. Nippon
Steel also offered bonuses to
all U.S. Steel employees,
amounting to $20million for
workers inGary.
Moriwaswinningtheroom

atCityHall.Hehasn’t had the
same luck in Washington,
D.C., where political leaders
control thedeal’s fate.
AyearhaspassedsinceNip-

pon Steel announced that it
would buy U.S. Steel for $14.1
billion. The takeover bid has
run intoopposition frompoli-
ticians and union leaders as
well as skepticismfrominves-
tors. Now the steel market is
weak,andtheclock iswinding
down on a national-security
review that could precede
PresidentBiden’sblockingthe
deal.
WhileBidenhasyet toblock

the takeover formally, the
WhiteHouse lastweekreiter-
atedhispositionthatU.S.Steel
shouldbedomesticallyowned
andoperated.President-elect
Donald Trump has similarly
rejected thePittsburgh-based
company’sbeingsold toa for-
eign company, warning Nip-
ponSteel inaDec.2social-me-
dia post: “BuyerBeware!”
Investor sentiment in U.S.

Steel is souring.Sharesclosed
Wednesday at $30.98, the
lowest level since
September and
well below the
$55 price that
U.S. Steel share-
holdersapproved
inApril.
If the deal col-

lapses, U.S. Steel
Chief Executive
OfficerDaveBur-
ritt has warned that the com-
pany can’t match Nippon
Steel’s planned investments,
and would likely close plants
andmove itsheadquartersout
of Pittsburgh.
Unionopposition
The deal’s announcement

last December followed
months of bidding from sev-
eral suitors for U.S. Steel,
includingthecompany’smain
rival, Cleveland-Cliffs .
A couple of hours after the

sale was announced, the
United Steelworkers union
blasted the deal for failing to
keep U.S. Steel “domestically
owned andoperated.”
The union, which repre-

sentsabout10,000hourlyU.S.

Nick Timiraos
feedback@livemint.com

I nvestorsshudderedonWednesday
after Chair Jerome Powell sug-
gested the Federal Reserve was
ready to take a break fromcutting
rates—andthat thetotalquantityof

reductions might be shallower than
previously thought.
Powell has described recent rate

reductions as an effort to recalibrate
borrowing costs to a more “neutral”
setting. His framing raises a question
that hasn’t been relevant until now:
What, exactly, is “neutral” in thepost-
pandemic economy?
The neutral rate of interest, or the

rate that keeps the economy at full
employmentwithstable inflation,can’t
be directly observed. Instead, econo-
mists and policymakers infer it from
the behavior of the economy. If bor-
rowing and spending are strong and
price pressures are rising, the current
interest ratemust be belowneutral. If
theyareweakandinflation is receding,
ratesmust be aboveneutral.
Thedebateoverwhereneutral rests

wasn’t particularly important earlier
thisyear,because interest rateswereat
a levelnearlyallFedofficialsdeemedto
be restrictive. That was intentional.
Officials raised rates aggressively in
2022 and 2023 to lower inflation by
coolingdowneconomic activity.
But the question is front and center

nowbecause theFedhas cut rates by a
full percentage point, or 100 basis
points,andtheeconomyappearstobein
reasonably good shape. Like a captain
who tries to avoid slamming into the
dockasaboatnearsitsslip,centralbank-

ers could become
more cautious in
making cuts if they
think theymight be

closer to their ultimate destination
because theneutral ratehasgoneup.
“We don’t know exactly where it is,

but…whatweknowforsureisthatwe’re
ahundredbasispointscloser to it right
now,” Powell saidWednesday. “From
here, it’s a newphase, andwe’re going
tobecautious about further cuts.”
In September, Powell suggested it

wasunlikelyinterestrateswouldreturn
to the ultralow levels that prevailed
beforethepandemic,whenmanycoun-
trieswere issuingbondswithnegative
yields . “Myownsense is thatwe’renot
goingbacktothat,but,honestly,we’re
goingtofindout,”hesaid.“It feelstome
that theneutral rate isprobablysignifi-
cantlyhigher than itwasback then.”
Officials are trying to figure out

where neutral sits at the same time
President-elect Donald Trump has
promised to revamp trade and immi-
gration policies. New shocks could
complicate efforts to determine the
economy’snewnormal.With inflation

“Last year at this time, steel
priceswere on fire. This year,
it’s just blah,” said Jeremy
Flack, CEO of Flack Global
Metals, a Phoenix-based dis-
tributor of steel and alumi-
num.
If thedeal isblocked, falling

steel prices and weakening
manufacturerdemandmakeit
unlikely thatU.S. Steelwould
attractheftyoffers fromother
deep-pocketedsuitors, indus-
try analysts said.
‘Agooddeal’
The yearlong struggle

between the union and Nip-
pon Steel has divided U.S.
Steel employees and political
leaders representing areas
wheremills are located.
Last week, hundreds of

union members gathered at
U.S.Steel’sMonValleyWorks
millnearPittsburghtodisplay
support for the deal. In Gary
on the sameday,Mori picked
up an endorsement from the
city’s topofficial.
U.S. Steel founded Gary,

named after the company’s
chairman, in1906asaplanned
city topairwith themillunder
constructionat thesametime
onthesouthernshoreofLake
Michigan.
Mayor Eddie Melton said

U.S.Steel’swarningthat some
olderplantswouldclose if the
deal collapsed was a factor in
hisdecisiontosupportNippon
Steel.
“For the city of Gary, this

partnership would mean so
much,”Melton said. “This is a
gooddeal across theboard for
everyone.”
Some workers backing the

deal have become critical of
McCall, theunion’spresident,
for not negotiating with Nip-
pon Steel and risking thou-
sands of jobs ifmills close.
“Idon’t thinktherewillever

be another investment that
will sustain
jobs other
than what
Nippon is
offering,” said Matt Albensi,
30, a crane operator with
seven years of service.
Others, likeDavidMorgan,

support the union’s tough
stance.
“We still work together

wherewehave to,but it’sdefi-
nitely strained,” saidMorgan,
grievance-committee chair-
man for the union at a Mon
Valley Works plant in West
Mifflin, Pa., a site where local
union leaders are supporting
NipponSteel.
Morgan, 50, who has

worked forU.S.Steel formore
than 20 years, said he objects
toMori’s appealing to impres-
sionable workers and plant-
levelunion leadersafterbeing
rebuffed by McCall. “That
doesn’t sit right with me,” he
said.
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The last-ditch efforts to
win over critics of the
Nippon-U.S. steel deal

Nippon announced it would
buy U.S. Steel last year. AFP

The takeover bid
has run into

opposition from
politicians and
union leaders as
well as skepticism
from investors

Georgi Kantchev
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F or more than two years,
Russia’s expanding war
economy fueled con-

sumer spending and juiced
companyprofits. But latterly,
the conflict has pumped up
inflation and interest rates,
pummeling bottom lines and
leaving a trail of disgruntled
Russian oligarchs and execu-
tives in itswake.
Instead of blaming the war

for the hostile business envi-
ronment though, Russia’s
b u s i n e s s
elites are
p i n n i n g
their dis-
contentonthegovernorof the
country’s central bank.
Elvira Nabiullina, in a so-far

fruitlessefforttocrimpinflation,
has jacked up the bank’s key
interestratetoarecord,sending
borrowingcostssoaring.
“Today’s centralbankrates

areavery seriouschallenge to
thedevelopmentof theecon-
omyandindustry,”billionaire
Alexei Mordashov, who con-
trols steelmakerSeverstal,was
quoted as saying recently by
Russian business publication
RBC. “Is this the right medi-
cine? Ihopethat themedicine

does not turn out to be more
harmful than thedisease.”
Thecorporatediscontent is

a symptom of the increasing
economic pressures facing
President Vladimir Putin’s
Russia.Proppedupbyoil sales
and massive military spend-
ing, the economy has been
surprisingly resilient, but the
conflicthasalsoamplifiedeco-
nomic imbalances, propelled
inflation higher and set off a
deep labor crunch. Recent
additional U.S. sanctions
caused the ruble to plummet,
while local companies are

s l a s h i n g
expansion
plans.
“ T h e

elites are fighting for survival
andwhile theyremain loyal to
Putin, they are increasingly
discontent,” said Alexandra
Prokopenko,a formerRussian
central bank official who is
now a fellow at the Carnegie
Russia Eurasia Center inBer-
lin. “Nabiullina has become a
convenient target.”
Russia’sbenchmarkinterest

rate is set at 21%, and the cen-
tralbank isexpected toraise it
further Friday. But inflation
remains stubbornly high at
around9%.Surgingbutterpri-
ceshave led toaspateof thefts

of the product in supermar-
kets acrossRussia.Vodkapri-
ces have jumped, too.
In Russian boardrooms,

with interest rates and infla-
tionrising in tandem,margins
are shrinking as costsmount.
MTS, Russia’s largest mobile
operator, recently blamed a
near-90% drop in its third-
quarternetprofitonincreased
costsassociatedwithservicing
its interestpayments.Rosneft,
Russia’s largest oil producer,
said last month it would be
forced to delay modernizing
its refineries, citinghighinter-
est rates.
Fearsofawaveofbankrupt-

cies are rising, too.More than
200shoppingcenters inRus-
sia are under threat of going
bankrupt because of rising
debtburdens, according toan
industry association.Nearly a
third of Russian freight haul-
ers say they fear bankruptcy
next year.
Sergei Chemezov, a close

Putin ally who heads Russia’s
state defense conglomerate
Rostec, has been among the
most vocal members of the
elite, calling the interest-rate
level “a serious brake on fur-
ther industrial growth.”
“Takingouta loanatacrazy

interest rate is suicide for a

Central Bank, or become the
swornenemyofa largepartof
Russian business,” Russian
independent business outlet
theBellwrote.
Still, Putin is unlikely to

replace the governor or
change monetary policy,
Kremlin observers say.
Anallyof theKremlinleader

forover twodecadesandakey
memberofhiseconomicteam,
Nabiullina’semergencymeas-
ures early in the
war arrested the
slide in the ruble
and bought time
for the govern-
ment’s stimulus
measures to
reach the real
economy.
S h e h a s

defended the
bank’smonetarypolicyasnec-
essary to fight risingprices.
“High inflation thwarts sus-

tainable economic growth,”
Nabiullina said inOctober. “It
isadangerous illusionthatele-
vated inflation can be kept
within a certain range.”
Putinhassofarstayedoutof

the fray,urgingbusiness lead-
ersatameetingMondaytosee
beyondmonetarypolicy. “The
economy is more than the
interest rate,”hesaid.Observ-

ers say that theRussianpresi-
dent,keenlyawareof thedeep
economic crisis of the 1990s
wheninflationskyrocketed, is
likely to give priority to price
stability.
“Nabiullina has the full

backing of Putin. She could
even drive the Russian econ-
omy into recession if it is nec-
essary to control inflation,”
saidJanisKluge,aneconomist
focusingonRussiaat theGer-

man Institute for
Internationaland
SecurityAffairs.
A l t h o u g h

unlikely to sway
Nabiullina, the
business elite’s
objections are
emblematic of
how the war has
hampered any

long-termbusinessplanning.
“Russian businesses and

bureaucrats operate with
extremely short planning
horizons,” Prokopenko, the
former Russian central bank
official, said. “If they had a
road map for, say, 2026 or
2030, theymightbewilling to
endureshort-termchallenges,
including Nabiullina’s infla-
tion-curbing policies. But
without this long-term per-
spective, frustrationmounts.”

To be sure, although eco-
nomic risks are growing,
experts don’t foresee an
immediate crisis that would
constrain Putin’s ability to
wagewar.Russiahasmanaged
tomostly overcomeWestern
restrictionson itsoil sales, and
war spending continues una-
bated.Militaryexpenditurehit
a post-Soviet high this year
and is planned to rise further,
to around $130 billion next
year,ormore than6%ofgross
domestic product.
That, though, means that

theclashbetweenthebusiness
elite and the central bank is
destined to continue.
Re: Russia, a research

group, expects Russian
authorities tocontinuepursu-
ingwhat itcallsa“twotap”pol-
icy:While the central bank is
trying tocool theeconomyby
raising the interest rate, or
tightening themonetary-pol-
icy tap, the government is
heating up the economy by
injecting funds, loosening the
budget-spending tap.
“This strategy does not

effectively address inflation-
ary pressures, posing a chal-
lenge to broader economic
stabilizationefforts,” it said in
a recent report.
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Unable tocriticizePutin,Russianoligarchs turn ireoncentralbanker

The corporate discontent is a symptomof the increasing
economic pressures facing President Putin’s Russia. AP

Recent additional
U.S. sanctions

caused the ruble
to plummet, while
local companies

are slashing
expansion plans
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T hegovernment onThursday said 102
aircraft are on the grounddue to supply-
chain issues and that it has been

encouragingdevelopment of the ecosystem for
manufacturingof planes bypublic aswell as
private enterprises in the country.
Supply chainwoeshavebeen impacting the

airlines’ industry in recent years, especially
after the coronavirus pandemic anddue to
certain geopolitical developments.
In awritten reply to theLokSabha,minister

of state for civil aviationMurlidharMohol said
aircraft operating in India are periodically
inspected for compliancewithdirectorate
general of civil aviation regulations.
The aircraft can also bewithdrawnby the

airline from flyingwhen the spare parts and
consumables tomaintain the aircraft are not
available fromOriginal Equipment
Manufacturer (OEM) andmanufacturer to
keep it airworthy. PTI

Supply-chain issues
ground102aircraft

T ataConsumerProducts Ltd (TCPL) on
Thursdaydenied reports on the exit of
cafe chain Starbucks from the Indian

market, terming themas “baseless”.
Tata in a 50:50 joint venturewithUS-based

StarbucksCorporationoperates a cafe chain in
India under thebrandnameof Starbucks,
which is the leading cafe chain in India.
Starbuckshad457 stores across 70 cities at

September-end and the company aims to take
it to 1,000byFY28.
The company’s revenue fromoperationswas

up 12% to ₹1,218.06 crore inFY24.
However, its loss for theperiodwidened to

₹79.97 crore from₹24.97 crore inFY23due to
the expansion.
Its advertisingpromotional expenseswere

up26.8% to ₹43.20 crore and royaltywas at
₹86.15 crore, according to financial data
accessed through thebusiness intelligence
platformTofler.
LastmonthTCPLmanagingdirector and

chief executive SunilD’souza said that itwill
focus on scalingup theStarbucks cafe chain
here and is not looking at store profitability. PTI

Tatadenies reports
onStarbucksexit

Starbucks had 457 stores across 70 Indian cities
at September-end. REUTERS

T he initial share sale ofConcordEnviro
SystemsLtd, an environmental
engineering solutions firm, received59%

subscriptionon the first day of biddingon
Thursday.
The initial public offering (IPO) got bids for

29,79,585 shares against 50,15,356 shares on
offer, as per data availablewith theNational
StockExchange.
The retail individual investors portion

received 1.02 times subscriptionwhile non-
institutional investors part got subscribed35%.
ConcordEnviro Systemshas raised ₹150

crore fromanchor investors.
The ₹500-crore IPOwill close on23

December. The shares are available in a price
rangeof ₹665-701 per share.
The IPOcomprises a fresh issuanceof equity

sharesworth ₹175 crore and anoffer-for-sale of
4.641million equity shares valued at ₹325.33
crore, at theupper-endof theprice band, by
promoters and an investor. This aggregates the
issue size to ₹500.33 crore. PTI

Concord IPOday 1:
Subscribed 59%

U nionministerNitinGadkari onThursday
said the electric vehicle (EV)market
potential is likely to touch₹20 trillion and

will create around50million jobs across the
entireEVecosystemby2030.
Addressing the ‘8thCatalystConference on

Sustainability of E-Vehicle Industry-Evexpo
2024’,Gadkari said estimatedEV finance
market sizewill be around₹4 trillionby2030.
“The IndianEVmarket potential is of ₹20

trillionby2030, creating five crore jobs across
the entireEVecosystem,” he said.
The road transport andhighwaysminister

said 40%of air pollution in India is because of
the transport sector.
“We import fossil fuelsworth ₹22 trillion,

that is a big economic challenge. And this
import of fossil fuels is creating a lot of
problems in our country,”Gadkari said.He
added that the government is concentrating on
green energy as 44%of India’s power basket is
solar power.
He said the size of India’s automobile

industrywas ₹7 trillionwhenhe took charge as
transportminister in 2014 and the industry is
worth ₹22 trillion today. PTI

EVmarket likely to
touch₹20 tnby ‘30

Transport minister Nitin Gadkari says EVmarket
has potential to create 50million jobs by 2030. PTI

V olkswagenAG (VW) and labour
leaders aremoving closer to an
agreement to restructure the

automaker’s namesakebrandwithout
shuttering factories inGermany,
according topeople familiarwith the
matter.

Management iswilling to keepplants
running and reinstate job security
agreements until 2030 in return for
workers foregoingbonuspayments, said
thepeople,who askednot to benamed
because thediscussions are private.
Additional cost cuttingmeasures

discussed includemovingproductionof
theGolf hatchback fromGermany’s
Wolfsburg factory toMexico, and ending
productionofVW-branded electric
vehicles inZwickau to trimcapacity, the
people said.
An agreementwouldprevent

widespreadwalkouts andhand chief
executive officerOliverBlume the fresh
start he’s seeking to turn aroundEurope’s
biggest carmaker. VW is trying to reduce
costs and excess capacity across its
Germanproductionnetwork as it
confronts dwindlingmarket share in
China and slowingdemand for electric
vehicles inEurope andUS. BLOOMBERG

VWnears labour deal in Germany

VW is trying to reduce costs amid slowing
demand for EVs in Europe andUS. AP

I ndian real estate attracted $4.15 billionof private equity (PE) investments
this calendar year, up32%annually, ledbyhigher inflow in thehousing
segment, according toKnight Frank India.
Real estate consultantKnight Frank India onThursday released a report

‘Trends inPrivateEquity Investment in India 2024’.
The consultant reported that theprivate equity investment in Indian real

estate reached $4,153million in the calendar year 2024.
Thewarehousing sector led theway, accounting for 45%of total

investments, followedby the residential sector at 28%and theoffice sector at
26%.
During2024, PE investmentsmore thandoubled in the residential sector

to $1,177million, demonstrating investor confidence in this segmentwhich
has beennoting a consistent rise in end-user demand.
Mumbai is themost favoureddestinationwith 50%share in the total PE

investments in Indian real estate. PTI
Mumbai is themost favoureddestinationwith 50% share in the total PE
investments in Indian real estate. MINT

O laElectriconThursday said itwill
expand its sales andservicenetwork to
about4,000outletson25December.

Withover3,200newstorescomplementing
its existing footprint, theBengaluru-based firm
isbringing itsportfolioof electric vehicles (EVs)
closer toconsumersacrossmetros,Tier-II, and
Tier-III towns,OlaElectric said ina statement.
Olahas launched#SavingsWalaScooter

campaign, an initiative tobringEVscloser to
every Indianhousehold, it added.Co-located
with service facilities, these storeswill ensure
customers receive sales andafter-sales support,
it added.
Olahas recentlyexpanded itsproduct

portfoliowith the launchofGigandS1Zscooter
ranges.With introductoryprices startingat
₹39,999andoptions tailored for rural, semi-
urban, andurbanmarkets, theEVshavebecome
moreaccessible, thecompanystated. PT

Ola Electric set to
expand network

I ndian telecom carrier Bharti Airtel has
made an early payment of ₹3,626 crore to
the government, the company said on

Thursday, settling all its liabilities for the
spectrum acquired in 2016.
India’s No. 2wireless carrier had paid

₹8,465 crore towards the liabilities in
September.
Indian telecomoperators owe the

government significant spectrum fees,
following years of high-stakes auctions and
competitive bidding for airwave rights.
Bharti Airtel has paid a total of ₹28,320

crore of spectrum liabilities in 2024, it said.
The company, which did not disclose its

overall spectrum liabilities, did not
immediately respond to a Reuters request for
comment.
It has already paid its 2012 and 2015

spectrum fees. REUTERS

BhartiAirtel clears
2016spectrumdues

A ir India has placed anorder for 34
trainer aircraft, including31 single
engineplanes, for its flying training

organisation inMaharashtra that is expected to
comeupby the secondhalf of 2025.
Theorder includes 31 single-engine aircraft

frompiper aircraft in theUSand three twin-
engineplanes fromAustria-basedDiamond
Aircraft, the airline said in a release on
Thursday.
TheFlyingTrainingOrganisation (FTO) is

being set up atBelora airport inAmravati,
Maharashtra. It is expected to beoperational by
the secondhalf of next year post regulatory
approvals.
Sunil Bhaskaran, director ofAir India’s

AviationAcademy, said theFTOwill help in
building a self-reliant ecosystemof qualified
pilots for bothAir India and the country’s
aviation industry.
The airlinehas opened its newAviation

TrainingAcademy inGurugram. PTI

Air Indiaorders 34
trainer aircraft

S piceJet onThursday said aircraft
lessorGenesiswill acquire a stakeworth
$4million in the airline as part of settling

amore than $16milliondispute.
For the settlement, the airlinewill also pay

$6million toGenesis. Thebudget carrier,
which recently raised ₹3,000crore amid
financial headwinds, has been settling various
disputeswith lessors andother entities.
Subject to the settlement termsbeing

satisfied, SpiceJet said bothparties have agreed
towithdrawall ongoing litigations and
disputes related to thismatter at the
appropriate forums.
In a release, the airline said it has reached an

amicable settlementwithGenesis, resolving
their over $16milliondispute. In September,
CarlyleAviation agreed to convert $30million
of lease arrears into SpiceJet equity at ₹100per
share. PTI

Genesis to acquire
stake in SpiceJet

Genesis will acquire stake worth $4million in
SpiceJet to settle a $16million dispute. REUTERS

PE investment in Indian real estateup32% in2024:KnightFrank

Rajeev Jayaswal
letters@hindustantimes.com
NEWDELHI

A ₹3perlitre“happyhoursdiscount”by
private petrol retailers has seen out-
lets of state-run firms—Indian Oil
Corp., Hindustan Petroleum Corp.
andBharatPetroleumCorp.—loseup

to50%marketshareatvariouslocations,saiddeal-
ers fromacross India, urging their companies to
immediately reduceprices.
Thegovernmentderegulatedpetrolanddiesel

sales in 2010, allowing private competition in
domestic fuelretailandbenefitconsumers.Deal-
ersofstate-runIOC,BPCLandHPCLfromPunjab,
Bihar,Rajasthan,MadhyaPradesh,Haryanaand
theNationalCapitalRegion(NCR)saidthatthis is
now happening, and urged the companies to
reducefuelratesinresponsetotheircompetition.
“Postersof₹3perlitrediscountarethereoutside

Private retailers’ ‘happy hours’
irk state-run oil firmdealers
OMC dealers seek a price cut to protect share from discounts by Jio-BP, Nayara outlets

THESEASONTOBE JOLLY

Women shop for Christmas decorations at a shop in Jammu, on Thursday. AP

mostof Jio-BPpetrolpumps...whowillpurchase
petrolfromnearbypumpsofstate-ownedcompa-
nieswherepricesarefixedcentrally.Wearelosing
between25%to50%ofourdailysalesdepending
on theproximitywithprivate retail outlets,” said
MontySehgal,aJalandhar-baseddealerofastate-
ownedoilmarketing
company(OMC)and
thespokespersonof
PetrolPumpDealers
Association of Pun-
jab.
Rajasthan Petro-

leum Dealers Asso-
ciation president
RajendraSinghBhatiwrotetothepetroleummin-
istryandchairpersonsofthreestate-ownedOMCs
on10December,urgingthemtocutratesby₹4-5
alitreandshieldtheirmarketsharesfromprivate
pumps of Jio-BP and Nayara. “Our pumps have
registered30-40%dropinthesalesofpetroland

diesel,”theletterwritteninHindisaid.“About30%
petrolpumpswouldinevitablyclosedif thissitua-
tion continues for two months because dealers
wouldnotbeabletobearthecostofmaintainout-
lets for long”
IOC,BPCL,HPCL,Jio-BP,Nayaraandministry

ofpetroleumdidnot
respond to emailed
queries.
Social media

postsofprivatefirms
confirmed the dis-
counts. “Fuelling is
going tobe thehap-
piest part of your

road trips and commutes because…Jio-BP has
extended itsHappyHoursSavingoffer—youcan
save₹3/Lofpetrolbetween10am–5pm;youalso
stand a chance to win grand bumper prizes and
excitingweekly anddailyprizes,” a 12December
postof Jio-BPonsocialmedia said.

₹3 per litre ’happy hours discount’ by
private petrol retailers has seen

outlets of IOC, HPCL and BPCL lose
up to 50% share in various locations

NEWS
NUMBERS

IN
THENUMBER of people the US

aerospace and defence giant RTX Corp
plans to employ in India by 2027, up from
7000 now, to power its global operations

8000
THENUMBER of busesMaharashtra
State Road and Transport Corporation
plans to add to its fleet in 2025, including

1300 buses on lease

3,500
THEAMOUNT Transrail Lighting has
raised from anchor investors, including
ICICI Prudential AMC and SBI General

Insurance, ahead of its IPO

₹246 cr
THE FINE imposed by Sebi on YouTube
influencer Ravindra Balu Bharti and his
firm over unlawful gains, besides a ban
from the securities market until 4 April

₹9.49 cr
THE PERCENTAGE of international flight

bookings that weremade in 0-7 days
before travel by Indians, supported by

easier travel and visa access

48%
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that patients do not return empty-
handed…so if someone comes tomy Jan
Aushadhi store and asks for a medicine
that isnotavailable, Iwill send themnext
door; and if they come to my branded
storeandaskforcheaperdrugs, Iwill send
them to theother side,” he explained.
Many Jan Aushadhi owners sell

brandedgenericdrugs throughtheir reg-
istered pharmacy, often without the
buyer’sknowledge.Apharmacistwhowas
employedataJanAushadhiuntil lastyear
told Mint that this was partly to beef up
profitmargins, andpartlybecauseof sup-
ply issues. “For instance, if theyordereda
stock of 50,000 units of a drug, they
would only get 30,000,” he explained.

Mintvisited fourJanAushadhis across
Mumbai independently and asked for
pantoprazole tablets foracidity.Threeof
the fourgaveusbrandedgenericversions
of the drug first, and only offered the
unbranded Jan Aushadhi version when
asked. (JanAushadhimedicinesarepack-
aged in a signaturewhite and blue pack-
age,withastampandlogoindicatingthey
are part of the scheme).
Notably, the brandedmedicines were

not much more expensive than the Jan
Aushadhi drugs. In one case, a branded
versionofPantoprazole,Pantaric-40,was
beingsoldat₹20,atawhopping80%dis-
count to the product’s ₹102 maximum
retailprice.TheJanAushadhiversionwas
being sold at ₹12.
“Consumers are often unaware of the

differencebetweenabrandedgenericand
anunbrandedgenericsoldunderJanAus-
hadhi,” said one of the pharma-
cistsMintvisited.“Theywanttobuywhat-
ever is cheapest.”

Mint reachedout toPMBIchiefexecu-
tiveofficerRaviDadhichforcommentbut
has not received a response.

ONAWARFOOTING

Withannual salesof just₹1,470crore
as of FY24, the Jan Aushadhi sys-

tem is still a tinydrop in India’s domestic
pharmaceutical market. The high vol-
umes that theschemeis supposedtogen-
erate haven’t happenedyet.
Thatperhaps is the reason thescheme

isn’t seen affecting the prospects of
brandeddrugs immediately.Accordingto
aDecember2023reportbyKotakSecuri-
ties, lowerprices inthetradegenericsand
Jan Aushadhi channels are expected to
dent theannualgrowthofbrandeddrugs
only by 70-110bpsuntil FY28.
Buttheincreaseinsalesmomentummay

seethatchangeoverthelongterm.Distrib-
utors on the ground told Mint that sales
have surged this year largely because of a
concertedawarenesscampaignbyPMBI.

Prem Thacholi, a distributor in Erna-
kulam,Kerala, isexpecting toendthis fis-
calyearwitha50%year-on-year increase
inhis turnover,wellup from5-10%in the
previous three years. Thacholi supplies
JanAushadhisacrossKerala,andhasbeen
in thebusiness for about 10 years.
Thacholi’s saleshave shotup this year

largely thanks to theadditionof400new
kendras in Kerala over the last year, as
well as addition of new products to the
Jan Aushadhi scheme. Another key
driver has been awareness camps con-
ducted by the distributor, on directives
from the PMBI and the department of
pharmaceuticals (DoP).
“We conduct these camps in tribal

and rural areas and underpenetrated
colonies once in twomonths, wherewe
build awareness about Jan Aushadhi,”
said Thacholi.
Anotherreasonfor therise infootfalls is

a key product that the scheme added to
thebasket in2019: sanitarynapkins.Each
napkin is sold at ₹1, a point that distribu-
tors and pharmacists, as well as govern-
ment communication, emphasize. This
has increased thenumberofwomenand
young girls, especially from low-income
groups,whofrequentJanAushadhis. “We

JANAUSHADHIGETS
ASHOT INTHEARM

More than a decade after it was launched, the affordable-drug scheme is finally seeing sales pick up

mint
SHORT
STORY

The goal of the Jan Aushadhi
scheme, which was launched in
2008, is to sell crucial drugs and
medical supplies at affordable

prices, especially to people from
low-income groups.

WHAT

Quality and supply issues have
long hindered the scheme’s
growth. The govt has opened
more stock points to improve
supply and cracked down on
drugmakers to improve quality.

BUT

Jan Aushadhis are seeingmore
footfalls. In FY24 alone, the

scheme saved people ₹7,350 cr
in medical expenses, up from
just ₹44 cr nearly ten years ago,
according to government data.

NOW

Medicinesworth ₹6,100 crore have been sold through JanAushadhi kendras in the last 10 years, leading to an estimated ₹30,000 crore being saved. JESSICA JANI/MINT

Jessica Jani
jessica.jani@hindustantimes.com
MUMBAI

A stone’s throw away from a
Pradhan Mantri Jan Aus-
hadhi Kendra in suburban
Mumbai stands another
pharmacy, called ‘Mumbai

Jan Aushadhi’. Its walls are lined with
branded generics—copies of once-pat-
ented drugs that are now sold and mar-
ketedbypharma companies.
Branded generics are not typically

found in JanAushadhi kendras—phar-
macies registered under a central gov-
ernment scheme to promote affordable
medicines. Mumbai Jan Aushadhi is
able to sell them because, despite its
misleading name, it is not part of the
scheme. The canny owner has been rid-
ing on the government scheme’s name
to draw customers, without giving too
muchmindspace to little irritants such
as copyright law.
“WewantedtostartaJanAushadhiken-

drabecausetheyaredoingsowell,”thepro-
prietor told Mint, requesting anonymity.
“Butwe couldn’t because there is already
one registered 800metres away.” Under
the scheme’s guidelines, no two JanAus-
hadhicentrescanexistwithina1kmradius.
In September, Jan Aushadhi sales

reached amonthly record high of ₹200
crore, surging 42% over the same
month last year, according to theminis-
try of chemicals and fertilizers, under
whose purview the scheme falls. Overall
sales for 2024 reached ₹1,000 crore in
October, outpacing the previous calen-
dar year, when they had crossed the
₹1,000 crore mark only in December.
JanAushadhi kendras across the coun-
try see about 1 million footfalls daily,
according to a government release
dated 21 October.
The goal of the scheme, which was

started by the Congress-led United Pro-
gressive Alliance (UPA) government in
2008 and rebranded by the BJP-led
NationalDemocraticAlliance (NDA)gov-
ernment in2015,was tosell crucialdrugs
andmedical suppliesataffordableprices.
But quality and supply issues, as well as
lowprofitability,havehindereditsgrowth
all these years.
Despite these challenges, pharmacists

arerushingtoopenJanAushadhikendras,
orpharmaciesthatresembleJanAushadhi
kendras. The number of Jan Aushadhi
kendrashasgrownfrom80in2014toover
14,000today,accordingtothe21October
governmentreleasecitedabove.Thetar-
get is tohave25,000byFY27.
In November, Arunish Chawla, secre-

taryofthedepartmentofpharmaceuticals,
told Mint that the Jan Aushadhi Kendra
schemeisexpectedtocross₹2,000crore
in sales this financial year, growing 40%
year-on-year. By his calculation, that
would be equivalent to ₹10,000 crore in
openmarket sales.
By achieving this projection, the Jan

Aushadhi schemehopes tobecomea sig-
nificant retail channel in India’s pharma-
ceuticalmarket. InOctober, the overall
domestic market for pharma products
grew6%year-on-year to ₹2.18 trillion in
moving annual turnover, according to
research firm Pharmarack, although
domestic volumes declinedmarginally
by0.3%. Products from
branded drugmakers
GSK and Alkem Labs
wereamong thehighest
selling during October
2024.
“People know what

Jan Aushadhis are, and
they know this iswhere
they will get affordable
drugs…the brand
works,” the pharmacy
ownercitedabovetoldMint.MumbaiJan
Aushadhigets a lotof customersbecause
of thescheme’sname.Thepharmacysells
brandedmedicines at prices that closely
rival thosesoldatregisteredJanAushadhi
kendras,withdiscountsofupto70%, thus
retaining clients.
Tobe sure, the biggest appeal of a Jan

Aushadhi kendra is that it sells
unbranded generics that are anywhere
between 50%-90% cheaper than their
branded counterparts, putting them
within thereachofamajorityof lower-in-
comepatients.
According to a government press

releasedated3October,medicinesworth
₹6,100crorehavebeensold throughJan
Aushadhi kendras in the last 10 years,
leading to an estimated ₹30,000 crore
being saved for consumers.
A lot of those savings have come in

recentyears. In the last fiscal year (FY24)
alone, the scheme saved people ₹7,350
crore in medical expenses, up from just
₹44crorenearly tenyearsago, according
toanestimatebythedepartmentofphar-
maceuticals, in its latest annual report.

PROFITABILITYCHALLENGE

Under the rules framed for the
scheme,anyonecanapply tosetupa

JanAushadhikendra,providedtheyhave
B.pharmaorD.pharmalicenceoremploy
someonewhodoes.Oncesetup, theken-
drascanprocuresupplies frombothgov-
ernment and private manufacturers.
There is a 20%margin on themaximum
retailprice (MRP)ofeachdrugsoldunder
the scheme.
Additionally,pharmacistsgetan incen-

tive of 15% on monthly purchases made
fromPharmaceuticals&MedicalDevices
BureauofIndia (PMBI), theimplementing
agencyfortheJanAushadhischeme,upto
a ceiling of ₹15,000permonth.
Thescheme,bydesign, ismeant tobea

low-value, high-volume play to make
drugs affordable, especially for low-in-
come groups. The challenge for kendra
ownersandsuppliers is togenerate those
volumes to make a decent profit. For
instance,ata20%margin,aJanAushadhi
earns a profit of ₹4.4 on a strip of panto-
prazole priced at ₹22. The pharmacy

would thereforeneed to
sell 1,136 strips to earn a
profit of ₹5,000.
Most private pharma-

cists, too, have amargin
of 19-20% on the drugs
theysell. Buttheymakea
much bigger profit on
each sale because of the
vast difference in price.
For instance, a private
pharmacyearns₹35sell-

ingjustonestripofAlkem’sgenericpanto-
prazolebrandPan-40,whichhasanMRP
of ₹170. So, unlike the Jan Aushadhi, it
needstosellonly150stripstomakeaprofit
of over ₹5,000. (Note: Somepharmacists
offeradiscountontheMRP,but still earn
ahandsomeprofit.)
For some, profitability isn’t an issue.

65-year-oldVijayGosar setupaJanAus-
hadhi kendra inMumbai in 2016.Hehas
since opened fivemore stores across the
city, along with two branded generics
pharmacies. Gosar has 30,000 patients
registeredwithhis first storebuyingmed-
icines regularly for chronic illnesses.
Across his six stores, he has about
100,000 patients. Askedwhether this is
enough for him to run a profitable busi-
ness,hesaid, “More thanenough. Ihavea
staff of 50 spread across all my stores—
that’swhat I can tell you.”
But there ismore toGosar’s story—his

profitabilitydoesnotrestonJanAushadhi
alone. He also has a branded store next
door. “The branded basket has 80,000
products [Jan Aushadhi has about
2,000],” he said. “Our goal is to ensure

The number of Jan Aushadhi
kendras has grown from 80 in
2014 to over 14,000 today,
according to a government
release. The target is to have

25,000 by FY27. have been distributing the napkins in
schools, colleges, and hostels as well,”
Thacholi said, explaining thepickup this
year. Sales of sanitary napkins in Kerala
have shot up300% this year, he said.
“The department has been on a war

footing since the last twoyears,” aDelhi-
based distributor, who requested ano-
nymity, toldMint.He isexpectingsales to
grow35-40%this financialyear.
There are currently 36 dis-

tributors associated with Jan
Aushadhi that supply kendras
across the country. Unlike
with pharmacies, there is no
restriction onwhere a distrib-
utor can supply—they can go
pan-India. There is alsono cap
on new entrants.

QUALITY ISSUES

Twomajor issueshaveplaguedtheJan
Aushadhi scheme since inception:

questions about quality, and supply
delays. While the main warehouse is in
Gurugram, the government has opened
stock points in Bengaluru, Chennai, and
other locationstoaddress thesupplychal-
lenge. This has largely addressed the
problem,Thacholi said.

ButthequalityofdrugssoldbyJanAus-
hadhis remainsaconcern.While there is
limitedresearchonthis,mostdoctorsare
reticent about prescribing unbranded
generics. “Theyarenotharmful,but they
tend to be less potent. For patients with
chronicconditions likediabetesorhyper-
tension, this can be dangerous,” said a
Mumbai-baseddoctor.

Another concern is the ano-
nymity of themanufacturers. A
Mumbai-basedpatient,whowas
using nebivolol tablets from a
JanAushadhiforseveralmonths
in 2023 to treat hypertension,
stoppedwhenhestartedexperi-
encing headaches. “They may
havechangedthemanufacturer.
We don’t really know who the
manufacturer is in thiscase,”he
toldMint,requestinganonymity.

In an effort to build trust, the depart-
mentofpharmaceuticalshasbeenwork-
ing with drugmakers to ensure quality
compliance. Onlymanufacturing plants
thatareWHO-GMPcertified—thatcom-
plywith theWorldHealthOrganization’s
goodmanufacturingpractices—areeligi-
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GAINING SCALE
Business at Jan Aushadhi kendras have risen sharply in recent years.

Jan Aushadhi kendras have become important retail outlets for pharma giants

Cipla Ltd (Respiratory drugs)

Cadila Pharmaceuticals Ltd (Soluble
Insulin, cancer drug)

Wockhardt Ltd (Insulin injections)

Windlas Biotech (Anti-parasitic drug)

Akums Drugs (High cholesterol drugs)

Bajaj Healthcare Ltd (Asprin)

Lupin Ltd (Respiratory and Blood
pressure drugs)

Name (products)

Critical partner

Source: Department of pharmaceuticals, ministry of chemical and fertilizers, Jan Aushadhi website

Contract value for supplies made in 2021-22 (in ₹ crore)

Sales at MRP (in n crore)

Contract value for supplies made in 2021-22 (in n crore)
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Significant number of stores have been opened
across the country in recent years

Spreading wings

Number of Jan Aushadhi kendras added
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W hen businessman
Mukesh Garg’s two
claimswererejected,
herepresentedhim-
selfbefore the insur-

anceombudsman,astatutorybody for
out-of-court settlements, but sought
third-partyhelpwiththepaperwork—a
decisionhe later regretted.
“Two ofmy claims got rejected in a

year.Theombudsmanissuedanaward
inmy favour in the first one,butwhen
hefoundoutthatacompanyhelpedme
out,hedidnothearmycaseandpassed
anawardagainstmeinthesecondone."
Garg's situationhighlights a signifi-

cantchallengeinthesystem.While the
policyholder and insurance company
getachancetopresent theircases,nei-
thercanengagea lawyeror thirdparty.
Formost policyholders, navigating

this process can be daunting. After an
insurerrejectsaclaim,apolicyholder’s
first step is approaching the insurer’s
grievancehandlingdepartment. If the
issue isnotresolved, theycanreachout
totheombudsman.Thehearingdate is
fixedandbothsidespresent theirargu-
ments either online or physically.
No level-playing field
One does not have to pay any fee to

lodge a complaint with the ombuds-
man. It isacost-effectivesystemwhere
claimsup to ₹50 lakh canbe resolved.
However, people unaware of its exis-
tenceor thosewhodonotunderstand
theprocessmayreachout to thirdpar-
tiesseekingsupport.Ombudsmanoffi-
cers can’t learnabout it, but if theydo,
theymay view it in anegative light.
A couple of complainants toldMint

theywereaskedtowritea letterstating
theywouldnotpaymoneytoanythird
party.Minthas seenone such copy.
"I was told my case is genuine but I

still would not getmy claim because I
sought an agency's help in filing my
case with the ombudsman. I am in a
full-time job. My husband has health
issues. Idon'tunderstand insurance. If
I sought somebody'shelp indoing the
paperworktoeasemyburden,whyis it
wrong?" said a person seeking ano-
nymity as her case is sub-judice.
Consumerpolicyexpertand former

memberof the insuranceombudsman
advisorycommitteeBejonMisra said:
“Insurersmaynot be sending lawyers
to the ombudsman's office, but those
representingthembeforetheombuds-
manhas a rich insurance background
andaccess to lawyers in the firmorhas
a legalbackground. It’sa fightbetween
acommonmananda largeentity.You
cannot question complainants if they
seek support from insurance experts.
Irdai (InsuranceRegulatoryandDevel-
opmentAuthorityof India)mustallow
representation if complainantswant.”
Theombudsman’s view
Ombudsmanofficers fear itwillhurt

the free-of-cost nature of the system.
"Ombudsmanofficersare impartialand
understand thatpolicyholderscannot
present their case as structurally as an
insurerwill," saidR.M.Singh,a former
insuranceombudsmanofMadhyaPra-
deshandChhattisgarh. “Peopleshould
relyonthem.Mostcomplaintsgointhe
complainants' favour.Lately, it is seen
that small agencieshavemushroomed
toassistpolicyholders fora fee. Itmust
notbeencouragedbecauseotherwise
itwouldbecomepartof theprocessand
gulliblepolicyholdersmaybetakenfor

Theombudsmandilemma:
Free relief or stackeddeck?
With rejected claims and rising dispute barriers, can policyholders match the insurers’ clout?

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

Compiled by BankBazaar.com

Note: Data collected from website of respective entities as on 18 Dec 2024; Rate mentioned in the table denotes INR/USD.
The rate is as mentioned on the website of the Bank/FI and it may vary according to different amount slab; *Wire Transfer/TT
Buying is Inward Rem to receive Forex & Wire Transfer/TT Selling is Outward Rem to send forex.

84.16

84.46

84.57

83.42

83.46

83.38

83.03

83.27

83.43

83.07

85.66

85.34

85.30

86.42

86.37

86.42

86.52

86.82

86.38

85.91

85.83

85.75

85.51

87.21

86.77

86.67

86.54

NA

87.31

85.36

86.15

86.20

NA

87.51

87.34

87.12

88.15

87.08

87.31

86.75

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

e

SBI

Bank of Baroda

Canara Bank

IndusInd Bank

Kotak Bank

HDFC

ICICI

Axis Bank

Yes Bank

Thomas Cook

FOREX RATES (o/$)

F acedwith the rapid growth of digital technologies and an
expandingmillennialandGenZcustomerbase,banks inthe
USandEuropecutbackonphysicalbranchesover the last

decade.While this strategydid influenceaglobal realignment,
Indianbanksbuckedthe trend,and instead focussedonbranch
expansion,which led tooneof thestrongestgrowthperiods for
the Indianbanking industry.
Now, the likesof JPMorganChaseandBankofAmericaplan

to open500and 165newbranches, respectively, over thenext
twotothreeyears,underscoringtheneedforaphysicalnetwork
tomeet the requirements of retail banking.
Personaltouch:Researchshowsthatwhile70%ofconsum-

ersareopentobuying throughdigital channels, only23%fulfill
their financialneedsdigitally. For financeandwealthmanage-
ment, customers prefer real interactions with advisors before
arriving at a final decision.

Physicalbranchesprovidethespacenecessaryforsuchface-to-
faceconsultationsandoffercustomersaccess toknowledgeable
staffwhocanprovidepersonalizedadvice.This ismorechalleng-
ing to achieve through digital banking channels. Also, online
communication is counterintuitivewhen customers are faced
withaplethoraofcomplexchoices.This isespecially truewhen
addressingcustomer-specific issues,with thebranchstaffbeing
moresuccessful ateffectively resolvingconcernswhileuphold-
ing thehighest customer satisfaction and loyalty standards.
Whiledigitalbankingwillcontinuetogaintractioninthenear

future, traditionalbankbrancheswillevolve into“phygital”bran-
ches—wherephysicalanddigitalexperiencesconvergetocreate
seamless banking solutions.
Business expansion: Even though digital disruption has

made the brick-and-mortar model extinct or almost extinct
across multiple domains, sectors like banking, education and
healthcarehave insteaduseddigital technologiesandanalytics
to augment customer experiences and unlock further opera-
tional efficiencies.
Aspects such as trust, human engagement, and relationship

managementremainnon-negotiable insuchindustries,explain-
ing the need formore branch expansion to serve both existing
andnewcustomers inretailbanking.Thishashelpedbankscap-
turea larger shareof themarket, asnewcustomers relyonper-
sonalassistancetomakekeysavingsandcredit-relateddecisions.
Alsoknownasthenetworkeffectonbankingparlance, thishas

meantthatbankswitha largernumberofphysicalbrancheshave

beenable tocapitalizeonaproportionatelyhigher shareof the
availablebusiness. Inanerawhereretailbanking is increasingly
dominatedbydigital transactions, thetraditionalbrick-and-mor-
tarmodelcontinues toremainrelevant forbothbanksandtheir
customers alike.
Technologyintegration:Tofacilitate this transformation,

a ride byunscrupulous players.”
PolicyholderArjunSinghtrustedthe

system and approached the ombuds-
man.Buthewasdisappointed. “Itwas
apparent that theombudsmanofficer
wasbiased towards therepresentative
of the insurer. The ombudsman chief
insultedme and did not let me speak,
and I had to go back and forth for the
paperworkwiththeinsurancefirmand
ombudsman to getmyclaim."
Milind A. Kharat, who

worked as an insurance
ombudsman in Mumbai
andGoasaid theobjective
isquickresolutionofcom-
plaints where complain-
ants do not have to bear
any expenses. Consumer
courts involve legal costs
such as advocate fees and
stampdutyanditstill leads
to delayed resolution.
Acase fornon-legal assistance
Sumit Bohra, president, Insurance

Brokers Association of India, said at
leastbrokers shouldbeallowedtorep-
resenttheirclients. "Webroughtupthe
matterwiththeregulatorasourclients
reachout touswhentheyface issues in
claimssettlement. Ifwewant toensure
that illegalplayersdonotdupepolicy-
holders, theregulatorshouldrecognise
a fewentitieswhocanoffer suchasup-
port if they seek it,” saidBohra.
There are 17 ombudsman offices in

India. In FY24, they resolved 49,705
complaints, out of which 16%were in
favourofcomplainants, 15%infavourof
companies,6%complaintswerewith-
drawn, 23%were not entertained and
27%weremediations, data showed.
“Anombudsmanmakes fair recom-

mendations to the complainant. If he
accepts it, it is forwardedto the insurer
forcompliance. Insuchcases,hearings
with the complainant and insurance

companyisnotneeded,so
it leads to faster resolu-
tion. It could either be in
favourof thecomplaintor
insurance company or a
mid-way out," said Kha-
rat. In FY24, 67.40% of
thecomplaints, including
awards and mediation,
favoured complainants.
Analysis showedMum-

bai, Bengaluru and Jaipur were top
stateswhereawards favouredthecom-
plainants.Delhi rankedthe lowestwith
only 53 awards in favour of complain-
antsversus612 in favourof the insurer.
Ombudsmanoffices spendanaver-

age₹12,000toprocessacomplaint, far
lower thanwhat itwas.The Insurance
Ombudsman Council receives funds
from insurance companies based on
their turnover.Misra suggests thecost
ofdisposingcomplaintsmustberecov-
ered directly from insurers against
whom the complaint is registered. "It

In FY24, 67.40%of
the complaints,
including awards
andmediation,
favoured the
complainants,
data showed
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Wewelcome your views and comments at
mintmoney@livemint.com

wouldnudge insurers to resolvecom-
plaints at their end and policyholders
won’thavetoreachout to theombuds-
man in the first place," saidMisra.
Ajit Kumar fromKerala faced a dif-

ferent challenge.He filed a complaint
against an online broking firm at the
ombudsman,but theydidnotaccept it.
“They toldme that theyneeda record
ofmy communicationwith the griev-
ance officer of the broking firm, but it
didn’t have one. I havemails from the
CEO,but theombudsman isdemand-
ingmycommunicationrecordwiththe
grievanceofficer," he said.Tobe sure,
brokerswere included in the ambit of
ombudsmanrecently,butmostofthem
donothaveadesignatedgrievanceoffi-
cer like insurance companies do.
"The ombudsman should entertain

Kumar'scomplaintandacceptaclaims
denial statementbyaclaimsexecutive
of thebroker. Irdaimustmake itman-
datory for broking houses to have a
grievanceofficer tobringsymmetry in
operation,otherwisedecisionswill be
based on each ombudsman’s percep-
tions," saidR.M. Singh.

Insurance ombudsman: A double-edged sword?
The cumbersome process of communicating with insurers and the ombudsman often drives
policyholders to seek third-party support, which is, however, viewed negatively.

Issue with ombudsman:
Seeking advice from third-party agency
"The ombudsman officer dismissed my
complaint saying I paid money to a third-party
to present my case."

Issue with ombudsman:
Officers dismissive of queries
"I was called for physical hearing, but I did not get a chance
to speak; later mediation award was issued"

What to do if your
claim is rejected

Insurance ombudsman in numbers

Recommendations*
Awards favouring complainants

Awards favouring insurers
Withdrawal

Not entertained
Outstanding

Number of
complaints

isposed of in FY24

Total number of
complaints

eceived in FY24

T

re d
56,907 49,705

27%

23%

16%

8%
27%

42%

15%

13%

6%

*Mediation (mostly in favour of complainants or a mid-way out) Source: Ombudsman Annual Report 2023-24

S

c

ot get a chance

 Third-party representation not allowed at Ombudsman offices
 A few start-ups/agencies/individuals offer assistance for a fee
 Such consultations are discouraged

No level-playing field

It is a fight between a common man and a large
entity. You cannot question complainants if they
seek support from insurance experts
BejonMisra, consumer policy expert
(served as a member of insurance ombudsman advisory committee)

FILE your complaint with the
grievance officer of the insurance

company/broker

REACH out to insurance
ombudsman

VISIT
https://cioins.co.in/complaint/online

THE ombudsman may
suggest mediation

DEMAND hearing if
ombudsman recommendation is

unacceptable to you

HEARING is possible online
or offline

REACH out to consumer court if
unsatisfied with ombudsman award

THE complaint must be resolved
within 90 days

3 ombudsman offices havingmost
awards in favour of complainants

3 ombudsman offices having least
awards in favour of complainants

Mumbai

Delhi

Bengaluru

Kolkata
Patna

Jaipur

67%
65%

63%

Grievance:Non-disclosure of pre-existing disease

Grievance: Rejection of claim despite sharing all
documents multiple times

MUKESHGARG

ARJUN SINGH

PARAS JAIN/MINT

banksare introducing interactivekiosks, augmentedrealitydis-
plays, andadvancedAI systemsacross theirphysical branches.
Thiskindof technology integrationwillnotonlyempowercus-
tomers with personalized advice but also deliver an intuitive
transactional experience during every visit. Branch personnel
will focusonproviding themwithrelevant informationtomake
informed decisions andwork on building relationships rather
than just handling transactions.

As a result, banks are already rei-
maginingtheirbranchlayouts tofacili-
tate such interactions, with most
re-engineering internalprocessesand
legacyorganizationstructures tomeet
this objective. Thus, the “phygital”
bankingmodelwill continuetoevolve
in linewiththeadvancement indigital
technology, with banks working to
improve thereturnonassets (RoA)by

operatingbankbranches as individual profit centres.
With 80-95%of the current retail banking business in India

beingcontributedbyphysicalbranches,bankswillhave tocon-
stantlyupgradetheirbranchnetworktomaintainastrongbrand
presenceandmeetever-evolvingcustomerneeds.Achievingthis
while fostering trust and loyaltywill assumeparamount impor-
tance in the foreseeable futureasbanks innovatenewmethods
to integrate technologywithhuman interaction.

Sanghi is country head-branch and affluent banking, Yes Bank.

WHYPHYSICALBANKBRANCHESREMAINCRUCIAL INANERADOMINATEDBYDIGITAL

Trust, human
engagement,
and relationship
management
remain crucial
for customers
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cateincreasedcapacitiestoJan
Aushadhi, because the pay-
mentsareontime,”saidBansal.
Theprofitmargin,however,

is a challenge. “We can’t have
huge margins…just that our
basic costs on operations get
covered,”Bansalsaid.“Wealso
havetobecompetitive,because
thereareotherqualitymanufac-
turersinthemarket,”headded.
Otherkeysuppliers include

Delhi-basedSynokemPharma,
whichsoldasignificantstaketo
American PE firm TAAssoci-
ates last year for₹1,000crore.

WHOBENEFITS?

While the consumer
demographic is a mix,

pharmacists seean increasing
numberof seniorcitizensand
people from low-income
groupsavailingdrugsfromJan
Aushadhikendras forchronic
conditions.A rickshawdriver
aged less than30,whosuffers
frombloodcancer,hasbeena
regularpatientatGosar’s shop
this year. “Hismonthlymedi-
cine bill used to be around
₹7,000, and now it is around
₹1,200,” said thepharmacist.

Apart fromthe lowpricesof
drugs sold at Jan Aushadhis,
risingcompetitionandaggres-
sive discounts byonlinephar-
macies have led brick-and-
mortar pharmacies to lower
their prices. A quick survey of
the branded generic pharma-
cies intheperipheryofGosar’s
shop showed thatmost offer a
flat discount of 17-20% on the
products they sell. The lower
prices have, however, forced
the pharmacies to cut costs in
ordertoimprovetheirmargins.
“Mycompetitionisthethree

pharmacies thathaverecently
openedupnext tomine,more
than anything else,” said a
Mumbai-based pharmacist
whoownstwoshops.“Someof
themareofferingmassivedis-
counts trying to get an edge,
andweareall forced tomatch
that,” he added. At the end of
the day, it is those who can
focusonfinetuningtheiroper-
ational efficiency, who will
survive, he added.
Onething,however, isclear:

affordablemedicinesarehere
to stay. And consumerswon’t
mind that.

ble for tenders.
Several Jan Aushadhi sup-

pliers, suchasANGLifescien-
ces and Ridley Life Science,
were blacklisted this month
for supplying substandard
drugs. In the last tendering
round for the scheme,held in
2021-22 for supplies up to
2024, these vendors won
ordersworthtensofcrores for
antibiotic drugs such as roxi-
thromycin.
Anothermajorsupplier,Zee

Laboratories Ltd, has been
blacklisted by several state
medical services, including
Chhattisgarh, Odisha and
TamilNadu. In fact,ZeeLabo-
ratorieswasbarredby theJan
Aushadhisystemlastyearuntil
2025 for supplying substan-
dard drugs, including some
that are widely used, such as
Paracetamol.Other largesup-
pliers in the list includeUnim-
arck Healthcare and Mascot
HealthSeriesPvt. Ltd.
Atthesametime,manylarger

contractpharmamanufacturers
havebecomesignificantsuppli-
erstotheJanAushadhisystem.
AmongthemisMacleod’sPhar-
maceuticals,whichfiledpapers
for an initial public offering in
2022 (but deferred the issue).
Another is Mumbai-based
InventiaHealthcare.
Theon Pharmaceuticals, a

third-party pharmaceutical
manufacturing company, has
been supplying PMBI for the
last ten years, managing
directorAmitBansaltoldMint.
SalestoJanAushadhicomprise
30%ofthecompany’sgovern-
ment tendering business, he
added.“Wewouldliketodedi-

FROM PAGE 10

After intensive care, Jan
Aushadhi sees sales spike

There is a 20%margin on themaximum retail price of eachdrug
sold under the scheme. JESSICA JANI/MINT
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ical research andpractical requirements.
BuildingGift city-like centres to cater to

manufacturingexporthubs,witheasyaccess
toancillary support servicescanencourage
synergies. Technology will also play an
important role in facilitating an ‘automa-
tion-plusapproach’onfactoryfloorsandcan
aid migration of labour into automation-
augmentedmanufacturing.Thiswill leadto
anupskillingof theworkforceand improve
overallproductivity.Multiple Indianstates
host investment promotion programmes
andestablishtheirpresenceat international
forums such as World Economic Forum’s
(WEF) annualmeeting atDavos. These are
welcome,butneedtobesupportedbycoor-
dinatedpolicyaction,with thecentral gov-
ernment focusing on improving both the
ease of doing business and India’s invest-
ment attractiveness.
Theroadahead ispromising.Akey factor

will be the ability to closely monitor short
andlong-termshifts inthemarketandtrade
patterns.As Indiabraces for changes in the
environment, it iswellpositionedto tap the
growing opportunities. Strategic global
partnerships, conducive tradepolicies and
a robust domesticmanufacturing industry
can ensure that India remains a preferred
business destination for theworld.

account for almost 14% of the US gross
domesticproduct (GDP), any impositionof
high import tariffswillhurtbothconsump-
tionwithintheUSandexport-focusedecon-
omies across theGlobal South.
In this context, India’s growth journey,

with itsambitiousViksitBharat targetbythe
centenaryof its independence,needs tobe
chartedoutstrategically. Increasingexports
willplayakeyrole, andthegovernmenthas
set a target of $1 trillionworth ofmerchan-
diseexportsby2030and$1trillionofservice
exports. In many ways, the foundation for
thisaspirationwas laid inthe1990sthrough
liberalizationandmeasures toenable trade
competitiveness. Focused reforms since
then, including the production-linked
incentiveschemesand‘MakeinIndia’ initia-
tive,combinedwith infrastructuredevelop-
ment programmes, trade agreements and
stronger participation in multilateral
forums,havegarneredsignificantmanufac-
turing investments in India.
However, India still has somedistance to

go to benefit from its global supply chain
diversification initiatives. Sustaining
momentumover the next phase of growth
would require focusing on enhancingpro-
ductivityat scale. Sporadicdevelopment in
pockets will not be enough—quantifiable

T he global economic landscape is
becoming increasingly interlinked
anddynamic.Despitemultiple shifts,

2023sawglobalmerchandiseexportsworth
over $24 trillion, an increase of 6% over
2019,demonstratingresilience inthefaceof
disruptions.Globalvaluechainsaccounted
for52%ofglobal trade in2022,withsuppli-
ers, firms and customers across the world
showingahighlevelof inter-connectedness.
Yet, a shift inperspective isunderway,with
a number of large economies turning
towards ‘protectionism,’ thus increasing
both trade andgeopolitical conflicts.
Amid this uncertainty, India’s relation-

shipwith its largest trade partners—China
andtheUS—isalsoevolving.Therecentbor-
derdealandmeetingbetweenPrimeMinis-
terNarendraModiandPresidentXiJinping
could pave the way for better India-China
relations and trade.Concurrently, theout-
comeof theUSpresidential elections fore-
shadowspolicychangesthatcanreshapethe
future of global trade. Given that imports

insteadof learning themachine’s lan-
guage,machineswouldhave to learn
ours. JensenHuangofNvidia joined the
chorus saying that the truepotential of
AI is that noneof uswouldhave to learn
how to code.Thus, English, or anyother
natural language, becomes thenew
coding language.

Prediction Two of Twelve—AI is the
new UI: AIwill become thenewuser
interface. Bill Gates prescientlywrote
inNovember 2023 (bit.ly/3tSMNkB):
“…youwon’t have tousedifferent apps
for different tasks. You’ll simply tell
your device, in everyday language,what
youwant to do.”AUIhas beenhow
humans andmachines have interacted
with eachother, as thedifficultUIs of
machine language andDOS (disk oper-
ating system) gaveway to aGUI (graphi-
cal user interface), searchbars, brows-
ers and apps. SimplerUI led to a faster,
intuitive andmoreproductive interac-
tionwith amachine. TheAI-driven shift
will lead to voiceUI as the spokenword
becomes thenewway to interactwith
machines, similar to our interactions
with other humans.Wewill chatwith
ChatGPTorGemini toworkwith them
onourday-to-day tasks.Ourdevices
willmorph,with voice becoming the
primary interface rather than a large
screen.The first proto-devices are
alreadyout, thoughnot terribly suc-

cessful, like theRabbitR1 andAIPin. An
AI assistant becomes theUI.

Prediction Three of Twelve—AI and
humans are the new creators: GenAI is a
cognitive technology and cando crea-
tive tasks likewriting, creating art and
composingpoetry. This has leftmany
humancreators deeplyworried about
their jobs as creativitywas supposed to
be auniquely human skill. I believe,
however, thatGenerativeAIwill boost
humancreativity. TakeOpenAI’s Sora,
for instance, released lastweek.When
SamAltmanhad teased it a year back, he
had invited creative prompts onX to
instantly generate videoswith it. Indian
entrepreneurKunal Shah famously
gave ‘Abicycle race onoceanwithdif-
ferent animals as athletes riding the
bicycleswithdrone camera view’ and
Sora produced a spectacular video
(bit.ly/3ZgGnHD). However, itwas not
Sora thatwas being creative, butKunal,
whowouldnot have imagined a crea-
tion like this unless hehad a tool like
Sora orRunway tomanifest his innate
humancreativity. Thus, I believe that a
combinationof humans andAIwill give
rise to anewera of creativity.

Prediction Four of Twelve—AI creates
a new customer: The Industrial revolu-
tionbroughtwith it the transactional
Industrial customerwho rarely used
technology, and the internet brought
thedigital comparison-driven and
social customerwho searched and
clickedherway throughbrands.
Anewkindof customerwill emerge

in this age ofAI—someonewho lives in
the era of infinite hyper-personalized
choice andhas immersive and conver-
sational interactionwithbrands, AI that
anticipates her needs andbrand rela-
tionships that are collaborative rather
than functional or emotional
(bit.ly/4ffrueN). Thiswillmean abig
change inbusiness andmarketing as
they adjust to this reality.
Thenext set of predictionswill be

aroundwhat I consider thebiggest
trendof 2025—AgenticAI.Here is a
video (bit.ly/4fnaJ1h) that offersmore.

A sOpenAI andGoogle joust this
December,with the former’s 12
Days of Innovation challenge,

and the latter countering itwith its
Gemini 2AImodel, I lookbeyond these
skirmishes to predictmyTwelve
Trends forAI going into 2025 and
beyond. Iwill describe themover three
columns. Eachof thesehas a theme, and
today’s four predictions are aroundhow
humans andAIwill drawcloser to each
other—inwork, life and relationships.

Prediction One of Twelve—English is
the new coding: As our generationwas
growingup,wewere told that learning
Englishwas thepassport to success.We
did that andwere arguably successful in
our careers andbusinesses.Our chil-
dren in turn are told that learninghow
to code is thepassport to success, thus
coding is thenewEnglish. This led to
10-year-olds beingdragged to code
camps to learnPython and JavaScript.
WithGenerativeAI, this changes: Every
timewewrite anEnglishprompt for
ChatGPTor anyof its ilk,we are actually
‘coding: i.e., giving it a set of instruc-
tions to performsome task for us,
whether it’s a summarization, video-
creationor awrite-up. Except that now
wearedoing it in ournatural human
language rather than the languageof
themachine. This is profound, as it has
thepotential to democratize coding and
make eight billionof us code.Micro-
soft’s SatyaNadella declaimed that

The first four predictions are about enhanced human-AI interaction and how our lives will change

JASPREET BINDRA
is a founder of AI&Beyond and the author
of ‘The TechWhisperer’.

Our manufacturing must adapt to a dynamic world
SANJEEV KRISHAN

I naPeakBengalurumoment thismonth,
awalking tour grouporganized a 15-day
‘BLRWalkfest,’ gettingpeople to findout
if the city is ‘walkable.’ True to the city’s
brand-it-and-we’ll-do-it culture, about a
hundredpeople signedup for everywalk,

which included talks onhistoric landmarks and
lots of filter-coffee drinking, to see if they could
dowhatmillions of Indians dodaily—usepave-
ments to get around the city on foot.
Many Indians ride in cushy carriages all their

liveswithout ever steppingon a footpath, but a
vastmajority,most of thempoor, eitherwalk
toworkorworkonpaved sidewalks.Weare so
short of pedestrian infrastructure that if jay-
walkingwere illegal in India, as it is in some
countries, itwould legally be impossible to get
frompointA topointBon foot. This is not to
say Indians don’twalk: 2011Census data shows
thatmore than45million Indians get towork
at distant locations on foot, compared to 5mil-
lion in cars and24millionon two-wheelers.
The typical commute for these 45million is in
a rangeof 2-5km,whichmeans that’s the likely
distance theymustwalk. Butwe clearly don’t
have the infrastructure to support them.About
19%of our 150,000 road-accident deaths in
2021were of pedestrians, goingby road trans-
portministry data. If thenumbers are sifted
further to look at just street-mishapdeaths in
cities, pedestriansmakeupone-fourth of the
fatalities, andmore thanhalf of thosewere
people agedunder 45.Weare losing young
working adultswho support families and con-
tribute to the economybecause oururban
spaces arenot designed for everyone. And
given theobstacle course urbanpedestrians
face, they’re forced towaste time andenergy
that couldbeput to better use.

If good roads lead toprosperity, the same
applies towalkways, especially in an economy
that needs thebulk of its people on anupward-
mobility path for overall demand to grow.
Yet, ourwalkers suffer neglect, left to play a
dangerous gameof dodgewith vehicles of
every shape and size. Footpaths vanishwithout
warning, turning awalk into an adventure
sport.Manypavements act as storage spaces
for everything fromconstructiondebris to gas
cylinders. Bikes and cars encroach freely. And
steppingon a slab that giveswaybeneathone’s
feet is a commonhorror. Skywalks aremostly
an afterthought and their endless steps could
prepare one for anEverest BaseCamp trek. For
the elderly anddisabled, thedangersmultiply.
Despitemotor cars being around formore
than a century,most Indian cities lackwhat it
takes for pedestrians and vehicles to co-exist
in peace. Creatingpedestrian infrastructure is
not as simple as layingdowna few footpaths; it
is about considering every citizen’s needs. For
walkers to leadmoreproductive and less risky
lives,weneed safe streets, interconnected
footpaths andwell-designed road intersec-
tions, apart fromstreet lighting that actually
works, active policing toprevent crime and
law-abidingdrivers.Walkinghasmanybene-
fits—for physical andmental health, the econ-
omyand the environment. Public-policy plans
andguidelines aboundon inclusive infrastruc-
ture, but evidenceof their implementation is
scarce. It’s almost as if infra-drivengrowth is
expected tobe amotorized affair.Weneed a
footpath challengeof the kindBengaluru
hosted inmanymore citieswhere influential
folks rarelywalk along thepaths thatmillions
do.Wemust all knowwhat it’s likewalking
2-5km to earn a living.

Let footpaths leadus to
fastereconomicgrowth
If good roads are signposts of prosperity, so are urban walkways. But India’s pedestrian
infrastructure suffers neglect that an economy in need of inclusive growth cannot afford
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Finance minister Arun
Jaitley may have

introduced the goods and
services tax Bill in the Lok
Sabha on Friday but India’s
road to reforms will be
tortuous if the government
does not have a proper
parliamentary strategy to
get them approved.

This is evident from the
fate of two other important
Bills—one on the coal
sector, which was originally
an ordinance, and the other
on insurance—pending in
Parliament. The current
session will end soon and
even if ordinances are
issued, they will only
postpone the issue to the
next session. In case of the
proposed law on coal, if an
ordinance is issued for the
second time, it will be
embarrassing for the
government. The renewed
ordinance may even be
dodgy legally; an ordinance
is an extraordinary remedy
and not a matter of routine.

For investors and
countries watching India,
the government’s reform
intent counts for little.
What matters are the
results. So far, the Narendra
Modi government has been
short on them.

QUICK EDIT

Short on
reforms

INVESTOR BOOST

GST Bill
tabled in
Parliament

BY REMYA NAIR

remya.n@livemint.com
····························
NEW DELHI

Finance minister Arun Jait-
ley on Friday introduced
the constitutional amend-

ment Bill for the April 2016
national rollout of the goods and
services tax (GST) in the Lok
Sabha, a major reform expected
to cut transaction costs for busi-
ness and boost India’s economy.

All goods and services, with
the exception of alcohol, will
come under GST, according to
the provisions of the 122nd con-
stitutional amendment Bill.

All efforts have been made to
ensure that states do not suffer
any loss of revenue when GST is
implemented, Jaitley said at a
media briefing after introducing
the Bill, which he called the big-
gest tax reform since independ-
ence.

The government plans to push
for the passage of the legislation
in the budget session of Parlia-
ment that will begin in February.

The bill proposes to include
petroleum under GST but has
left the decision of when to start
levying GST on such products on
the GST council—a body to be
formed at a later date.

The council will have one-
third representation from the
centre and two-thirds from the
states and its decisions will need
to be approved by a three-fourth
majority.

GST will replace central taxes
like excise duty and service tax
and state levies such as sales,
value-added, entertainment and
purchase taxes. All entry taxes
like octroi will also be subsumed
under GST.

With the centre managing to
allay the fears of the states with
regard to inclusion of petroleum
products, the government has
managed to bring in a near-per-
fect design for GST in the long
term. States like Gujarat, which
had initially opposed the inclu-
sion of petroleum under GST, are
now in favour, the finance minis-
ter said.

The Bill tries to balance the
concerns of states on loss of rev-
enue and autonomy and the
need for a tax structure that will
remove barriers across states and
ensure seamless flow of goods

and services across the country,
Jaitley said, adding that he did
not feel there was a need for the
Bill to be again referred to a par-
liamentary standing committee.

The centre has made a provi-
sion in the Bill promising to
compensate states for five years
for losses arising from GST’s
implementation. While states
will be compensated for 100% of
their losses in the first three
years, it will be 75% in the fourth
year and 50% in the fifth year.

In addition, states will be
allowed to levy an additional 1%
non-vatable tax on inter-state
supply of goods for the initial
two years. This tax will be levied
and retained by producing states
in addition to the integrated GST,
or IGST, that will be levied. IGST,
or the sum of central GST and
state GST, will be levied on inter-
state movement of goods and
will be collected by the centre
and later distributed to states.

This is expected to allay con-
cerns of producing states that
will suffer revenue losses from
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Jaitley introduces
constitutional
amendment Bill, calls
GST biggest tax reform
since independence

Five things
Vistara is doing
differently
BY P. R . SANJAI
pr.sanjai@livemint.com
····························
MUMBAI

When the first flight of full-
service airline Vistara, pro-

moted by a joint venture of Tata
Sons Ltd and Singapore Air-
lines Ltd, takes off on 9 January
from Mumbai to Ahmedabad, it
will perhaps begin a new, and
hopefully brighter chapter for
Indian aviation that has been
going through turbulent times in
the past few years.

The second coming in this
sector of the Tata group, which
had started the country’s first air-
line that eventually became Air
India Ltd, is likely to intensify
competition amongst full-service
airlines. Jet Airways (India) Ltd,
the country’s second-largest air-
line by passengers carried, has
already announced that it is
shutting its budget division and
returning to its full-service roots.

“This is an exciting airline
launch which I was waiting for a
long time. Vistara has in its line-
age some of the world’s most
pioneering and respected enter-
prises,” says Ajay Awtaney, who
booked a ticket on the inaugural
flight for `11,500. “I just want to
experience the newest full-serv-
ice carrier ahead of everyone
else,” said Awtaney, a financial

TURN TO PAGE 2®
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REFLECTING ON TERROR
Most Indians think the Pakistani government is to blame for the 16 December
terrorist attack on a school in Peshawar that left at least 141 people, mostly
children, dead and scores injured. In a poll conducted among around 800 people
across India by Instavaani, 87% said yes when asked if that country’s
government had indirectly facilitated the attack by allowing terrorist groups to
function on Pakistani soil. Asked if Pakistan will harden its stand against
terrorists, 61% said no action will be taken, 25% believed Pakistan will act
tougher and 15% predicted an even softer stand.

Pakistan government is at fault

Pakistan government is not at fault

Will not change anything

Will take a softer stance

Pakistan government is at fault

Pakistan government is not at fault

Will take a tougher stance
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24.69%
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87.17%

Do you think the Pakistan government
enabled the attack on the Peshawar
school by allowing terrorist groups to
function inside Pakistan?

In Mumbai, which faced the 26/11 terror attacks, 90% of respondents
said the Pakistan government had enabled the attack

Do you think this will change Pakistan’s
stance against ‘home-grown terrorists’?

The survey was conducted among 795 respondents across India

Will not change anything

Will take a softer stance

Will take a tougher stance
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Rosetta, the European space
mission that became the

first to land a spacecraft on a
comet—an event marked by
drama and a happy ending—has
been named the most important
scientific breakthrough of 2014
by Science journal.

The European Space Agency
mothership, called Rosetta, cre-
ated history when it landed its
three-legged Philae module on a
comet named 67P/Churyumov-
Gerasimenko, lying beyond
Mars, on 12 November—10 years
after the spacecraft was
launched.

It was a complicated and hair-
raising mission for Philae. At the
end of a seven-hour journey
after being separated from
Rosetta, Philae bounced twice
off the speeding comet’s surface
before making a soft landing, but
it appeared to have rested on its
side and in the shadows of a cliff.
With insufficient sunlight to
recharge its batteries, Philae got
down to work immediately,
heroically sending down impor-
tant data over 57 hours.

TURN TO BACK PAGE ®

Best of science
2014: Rosetta,
manipulating
memories

NOTE TO READERS
There is noMintMarkets with
today’s edition.Mint is also available for R14.50 with

Hindustan Times in Delhi-NCR only

BY A SIT RANJAN M ISHRA

asit.m@livemint.com
·······················
NEW DELHI

Signalling a reorientation
in economic policy in

the next national budget,
the government on Friday
said it may review its medi-
um-term fiscal goals and
boost public investment to
revive economic growth.

“Consideration should
be given to address the
neglect of public invest-
ment in the recent past and
also review medium term
fiscal policy to find the fis-
cal space for it,” the finance
ministry said in its mid-
year economic analysis for
2014-15.

In the budget presented
in July, finance minister
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Budget may
create fiscal
space for
investment
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I’ve been to somany
manufacturing plants. I’ve
yet towalk into onewhere I
did not thinkAI solutions

wouldn’t help.

ANDREW NG

is chairperson, PwC in India

Insteadof us learning to code, AI
will learn human languages. So,
English, or any language,will be
the code. Andwewon’t interact
withmultiple apps. AI agentswill
performour everyday tasks.

Also,GenAIwill complement
andnot replacehuman

creativity. Beyond that, AIwill
create anewkindof customer,
whichwill transformmarketing
andcompel businesses to adapt.

QU I CK R EAD

release time for exports is high. Increasing
efficiency in export processes through the
establishmentofon-premises testing facili-
ties and reducing the number of manual
touchpoints canhelp. Such infrastructural
support, when combined with single win-
dowclearances, credit support andknowl-
edgeunits,willhelpboostMSMEsandlarge
corporates alike.
Another focusarea is researchanddevel-

opment (R&D)andinnovation.Despitepol-
icy and budgetary support, India’s gross
expenditureonR&Disunder 1%of itsGDP.

Implementing targeted
outcome-driven incen-
tives suchas theproduc-
tion- and employment-
linked incentives sup-
ported by the Union
budget can help institu-
tionalize the process.
Creating direct entry
programmes between
academic as well as
research institutes and
the industry, coupled
with increasedcollabora-
tionwith thestartupeco-
systemcanfurtherbridge
thegapbetweentheoret-

progress will be defined by the ability to
embracetechnologyandcompetitivelyscale
multiple industrialdevelopments.Likewise,
enhancingproductivitywillbea functionof
increasingtheshareofvalue-accretiveman-
ufacturingaswell asoverall exportvolume.
This would entail supportingmicro, small
andmediumenterprises (MSMEs) through
knowledgeandcapacity-building initiatives
toensure inclusiveexportgrowth.Simulta-
neously, technologicalupskillingtoencour-
ageon-ground innovation, combinedwith
access to complementary knowledge and
systems, canhelp Indian
businesses improve the
sustainability of their
supply chains and raise
theircredibilityglobally.
Weneedtostreamline

theprocessesassociated
withaccessingandusing
our physical and digital
infrastructure.While the
turnaround time at
Indianportshasdeclined
from4.3 days in 2012-13
to 2.1 days in 2022-23, it
is still higher than the
global median of 1.04
days. Similarly, the

expenditureonR&

w

ry knowledge and

g

t

t

Theopportunities for Indian
manufacturing lookpromising
but the countrymust adapt to
constant shifts in global supply

chains to strengthen its
export performance.

Indiamust streamline its
export processes, ease

clearances andboost research
anddevelopment. Apolicy focus
on these could yield a robust

manufacturing sector.
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We should expect 12 AI trends to
stand out in 2025 and beyond
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M uchhas been said about India’s
growth slowdown to 5.4% in the
quarter endingSeptember. Itwas
a rather sharp turnaround for
thosewhohadgottenused to
the 7.5%-plus growth clip.

Part of the slowdowncanbeblamedonwhat
looks like a one-off, offbeat quarter. Specific things
wentwrong. First, a string of climate change
events hurt agricultural production and, second, in
themidst of a series of high-stake elections, the
government’s expenditure slowed. Both are
already showing signs of easing, and someof the
slowdowncould reverse over thenext quarter.
Temperatures havenormalized,with reservoirs

full again after a longhiatus and, as a result, agri-
cultural productionhas pickedup. So far, farmers
are using their earnings to build back savings or
repaydebt, as evidencedby rising cashbalances in
rural accounts. If thewinter cropdoeswell, it is
likely that a larger share of that incomewill beused
for rural spending, igniting apart of the economy
that has been rather subdued.
Elevated inflation, pulledupbyhigh foodprices,

has hurtmass purchasingpower. The seasonal
winter fooddisinflation, expectedon thebackof
stronger agricultural production, could revive
someof that purchasingpower, boostingmass-
level consumption.
However, this is just onepart of the story. The

other is a reality check, and this needs to be
assessed carefully. Basedonour analysis of a host
of differentmetrics,we estimate that India’s poten-
tial growth—its ability to grow sustainablywithout
stoking inflationor external balances—is actually
around6.5%, not the 7.5%-plus number of the last
twoyears.
Webelieve that thebulk of the growth exuber-

ance over thepast fewyears has been ledby the rise
of ‘new India’, a small (15%ofGDP) but fast growing
(15%year-on-year annually) part of the economy,
which comprises several high-tech sectors.
The rise inmanufacturing in selected sectors

(likemobile handsets), the expansionof global
capability centres and theproliferationof digital
startups led tohighgrowth and incomes at the top
of thepyramid.The rise in theGST rate on luxury
items and real estate demandwere offshoots of the
rise of ‘new India’.
After several heady years, the base of ‘new India’

is rising, andgrowth in these sectors is normalizing
tomore sustainable levels. For instance, growth in
services exports has softened fromaheady27%
year-on-year average in 2022-23 to a still-high 14%
in2023-24.Understandably, urban consumption
is normalizing aswell. AndoverallGDPgrowth is
converging to its 6.5%potential rate.
Thegoodnews is that 6.5%growth is still pretty

impressive in the current global order. The chal-

India in 2025:While challenges
resurface, sodoopportunities

India needs job generation for balanced growth. With world trade in flux, mid-tech sectors hold promise if deals are struck
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I nnormaltimes, theconductofmonetary
policy is likedrivinga car througha fog
of uncertainty. Youhave a general idea

of where you’re going, but must move
slowly toavoidaccidents.At themoment,
it’s more like drivingwhile double blind-
folded—in a car with malfunctioning
breaks.Themostprudentmove is to stop.
With this week’s decision, the US Fed-

eralReservehasnowcutratesby100basis
points to4.25%-4.5%, appropriateadjust-
ments given the moderation in inflation
fromitspeaksof2022.Butnobodyknows
whatcomesnext—andImeannobody.The
key feature of the Fed’s latest economic
projections was the uncertainty around
them.Themedian forecasteron theFed’s
rate-setting panel projects that inflation
progress will slowmeaningfully in 2025,
andthat thecentralbankwill cut rates just
two more times by next December. But
amongthe19FedboardmembersandFed-
eral Reserve Bank presidents, 15 now say
that therisks totheir forecasts forcoreper-
sonalconsumptionexpenditures inflation
data areweighted to the upside, themost
since 2022; 14 said that their uncertainty
about core PCE, the Fed’s favoured infla-
tion gauge, had increased since they last
filled out the survey in September.
Why is everyone so uncertain all of a

sudden? First, there’s President-elect
DonaldTrump.ThoughFedChairJerome
Powell hasbeencareful aboutopiningon
politics,Trump’sagenda introducesa raft
of two-sided risks. His threat to impose
sweepingtariffsonUStradepartnerscould
mechanically increase price levels. Yet, if
we look to Trump’s first presidency, the
tradewarheunleashedpromptedtheFed
to cut rates in response to an upheaval in
financial conditions and the prospect of
reducedbusiness investment.
Powell brought toWednesday’s press

conferencedetails from2018Fedresearch
thatsuggested lookingpast tariff-induced
inflation.Yet, thisenvironment is clearly
different fromwhatexistedpre-pandemic
inavarietyofways,with inflationexpecta-
tions shakenby thepast four years.
Trumphasalsopromised toextendtax

cuts enacted in2017 andmaybeaddnew
ones, which could have the effect of fur-
ther juicing economic growth and infla-
tion—especially if theyaredeficit-funded.
Andhe’s threatenedmassdeportationsof
undocumentedimmigrants thatcouldcut
into the labour supply.

Second, there’s thewobblynatureofUS
inflation data itself—a risk that Powell
playedup.Asked if theuncertaintyamong
officialswasall aboutTrump,hereminded

reporters that the latest inflationreadings
had been far frompristine. The core per-
sonal consumptionexpendituresdeflator
rosebya too-high0.3%ineachofSeptem-
berandOctober.Thoughthepace is likely
tohavecooled inNovember, theupshot is
that realized inflationwill almostcertainly
exceed theFed’searlier2024projections.
And recent experience suggests that
upside inflation surprises tend to be con-
centrated in the first quarter, despite
attempts to compensate for such trends
through seasonal adjustment. Overall, I
suspect that Powell emphasized these
bumpsandwiggles in thedatapartially to
avoid toomanyTrumpquestions,buthe’s
right that thedata has been frustrating.

Third, there’suncertaintyabouthowthe
interest ratebackdrop isactuallyaffecting
theeconomy.Somemembersof theFed’s
rate-setting committee have argued that
the world has fundamentally changed in
recent years, and that policy rates as they
stand today may actually be close to the
‘neutral’ rate—the setting that’s neither
stimulativenor restrictive, but just right.
AsPowell saidWednesday, “Wearesig-

nificantly closer toneutral,” but also “still
meaningfully restrictive”—whatever that
word saladmeans.
Others thinkwemayalreadybepulling

into the neutral station. Federal Reserve
Bank of Cleveland President Beth Ham-
mack, who registered the lone dissent
against Wednesday’s rate cut, said this
month that “wemay not be too far from a
neutral setting today.”AndFedGovernor
Michelle Bowman said inNovember that
“wemaybecloser toaneutralpolicystance
thanwe currently think.”
Theupshotof all of this is that theFed’s

best option is to put the car in park, and it
has left thedooropentodoing just that. In
his remarksWednesday, Powell said that
the central bank is “at or near a point at
which it will be appropriate to slow the
paceof furtheradjustments.” Idon’t think
thatall of thisnecessarilymeans that rates
will be suspendedhere indefinitely.

There’s a scenario inwhich theTrump
agenda could ultimately precipitate an
economic slowdown and rate cuts. It all
dependsonwhichcampaignpromiseshe
keeps. All we know is that we don’t know
enough,andPowellhimself isascluelessas
many inmarkets. ©BLOOMBERG

TheUSFed seems as clueless
asmarkets about its 2025 path
Powell didn’t dwell on Trump uncertainty. That’s understandable

Fed chair Jerome Powell is not in a position
to guess what Trumpwill do AFP

lengenow is tomaintain this level, and for that,
growthneeds to bemorebroad-based.Unbal-
ancedgrowth, aswehave seen in thepast, can lead
to excesses and eventually becomeunstable. Recall
howurban consumptionover the last year
expanded strongly alongside anunfettered rise in
unsecured consumer loans, eventually requiring
the central bank to clampdown.
So,what’s thebestway to

ensure that growth ismore
widespread? Inotherwords,
how todiversify fromcapital- to
labour-intensive growth?
The rise in agricultural pro-

duction is likely tohelp in the
short term; however, in an era of
weather disruption and climate
change, this can’t be aperma-
nent solution. Somethingmore
tangible is needed.
And, here, anopportunity

might be openingup.During
DonaldTrump’s first termasUS
president, trade tensionswith
Chinaultimately led to adiver-
sionof trade and investment to
othermarkets, such asAsean,which saw faster
growth as a result.
With tariff fears engulfing theworld once again,

supply chainsmayget rejigged again shouldhigh
tariffs be leviedoneconomies that run large trade
surpluseswith theUS.And this couldbe anoppor-
tunity for India,whichwasnot a primarybenefici-
ary of thepreviousUS trade tensions. Looking at

this through the lens of foreigndirect investment
(FDI)—an importantmarker ofwhich economies
are benefitting fromrejigged supply chains—India
has so far not been aprime recipient of FDI inmid-
tech sectors like textiles, small electrical gadgets
and toys.
These are also sectors that aremore labour-in-

tensive than thehigh-techFDI sectorswhere India
has donebetter. Attractingmid-
techFDI couldbe an important
way to create the jobsneeded to
uphold growth andmake itmore
broad-based.
However, it alsomeanswork-

inghardon several fronts to
seize the opportunity—expand-
ing free trade agreements
(FTAs), enhancing infrastruc-
ture development, developing a
skilledworkforce and stream-
liningbusiness practices. In
particular, bilateral trade agree-
mentswith advanced econo-
mies like theUScouldbenefit
India by reducing tariffs levied
on labour-intensive Indian

exports. Indian textile exporters, for one, have
longblamed thepreferential access toUSmarkets
enjoyedby economies that alreadyhaveFTAs.
India’s old problems, such as theneed for better

jobs for its teemingmillions, arewell known.
Nevertheless, opportunities are knockingon the
door aswell.Whether the country seizes theday
will define its fortunes in 2025 andbeyond.

tensive than thehi

w

Mostof the growthexuberance
over thepast fewyears hasbeen

ledby the riseof ‘new India’,
a small (15%ofGDP)but fast
growingpart of theeconomy

that comprises high-tech sectors.

Howdowemakegrowthmore
labour-intensive for abetter

balance?As global tradepatterns
arepoised to shift, an export

opportunity lies in attracting FDI
in variousmid-tech sectors.

QU I CK R EAD

SAMIRANGHOSH 218,000+ developers across 880 million+
‘commits’ (with control groups and all).
Theresults?Amodestbutconsistent4%

productivityboostwithoutsacrificingcode
quality,whichwould reduce a teamof 100
to 96 engineers (or boost output by 4%)
Good,butnotgame-changing. Italso found
thatonly1%ofdeveloperscommittedGenAI
code without “significant rework.” The
studyconcludes thatwhileGenAI toolscan
enhance software developer productivity,
the impactdependsonhowtheyworkwith
softwaredevelopmentworkflows. It’smost
effective when AI augments rather than
replaceshumanexpertise.The latestDORA
Report found AI tools marginally upped
individualproductivitybutreducedoverall
team productivity. Can organizations not
get the same 4% with better planning,
projectmanagementandgoodoldcommon
sense?Not tomentionreducingCO2emis-
sions. Just something to think about.
AI, likereligion, iswhatwemakeof it.Let’s

createsomethingthatdoesnot requiredigi-
tal exorcisms in the future. Let’s find a bal-
ance. Let’s approach AI with wisdom to
recognize itsbenefitsandscepticismtoques-
tion its limitations.Thinkof it asbeingspiri-
tually aware but notmindlessly faithful.

develop some form of consciousness and
emotions, acquireahuman-like ‘personal-
ity,’ andultimatelyovercomehumanlimita-
tions—andvoila,AGI!To someexperts, an
easywaytofixAI is torectify thenameitself.
Call it by what it actually does: Systematic
Approaches to Learning Algorithms and
Machine Inferences, or Salami, in short.
That changes perceptions and expecta-

tions. Can Salami develop any conscious-
ness?Whataboutemotionsandapersonal-
ity?Will Salami replaceahuman?Canyou

fall in lovewithaSalami?
Maybethiscouldshowus
how ridiculous expecta-
tions ofAI are.
NoconversationonAI

is completewithout talk-
ingaboutGenAI, thetech
industry’s recreational
weed. Its great accom-
plishmentwasdemocra-
tizing the use of AI
quickly. And therein lies
the issue. A recent Blue-
optima study tackled the
question of GenAI’s
impactondeveloperper-
formance by analysing

million forM.D. Anderson Cancer Center
without achieving its goals. Chatbot Grok
falselyaccusedNBAstarKlayThompsonof
vandalism inApril 2024.One could goon.
Corporationsarenot laughing theirway

tothebankwiththeirAI investmentseither.
AGartnerreport indicatesthatabout30%of
Generative AI projects will be abandoned
after theproof-of-concept stageby theend
of 2025. Companies struggle to demon-
strate value from these projects, often
requiring huge upfront investments. A
RAND Corporation
report reveals that over
80% of AI projects fail,
double thefailurerateof
traditional IT projects.
Commoncauses include
miscommunication of
goals, inadequate data
prep and lack of neces-
sary infrastructure.
Fora longtime, Ihave

believed that the ills of
AI lie in its very name.
‘Artificial intelligence’
has an implicit bias. It
implies the possibility
that machines will

2030.Onthesocial side, fromviralAI-gen-
eratedcreations toChatGPTpenningbed-
time stories for kids, AI is a pop-culture
movement asmuch as a tech revolution.
Thenumbers aremiraculous. ChatGPT

reached 100million users in twomonths,
while it took Instagram 2.5 years to do the
same. EvenTikTok, the last big smash hit,
neededninemonthstogetsimilarnumbers.
Threads did it in just over 4days, but is yet
to develop a cult-following likeChatGPT.
Granted,AIoffers significantuses.Using

AI-powered data analysis, Google Flood
Hubprovides freefloodalertsupto7days in
advance in 80 countries. The Ocean
CleanuporganizationemploysAI tocreate
detailedmapsofoceanlitter inremote loca-
tions, raisingplastic-removalefficiency.But
AI cheerleaders get carried away. Poverty,
inequality, world hunger, relationships...
the list goes on. Granted that technology
canassistproblem-solving,butportraying
AI as amiracleworker is a disservice toAI.
Let’s shine lightona fewepicAI failures.

Tesla’sAutopilothasbeen linkedto 13 fatal
accidents in2024alone;hundredsof acci-
dentsandover40fatalities since itbecame
street-legal. IBMWatsonforoncologyfailed
toimprovecancercare.Theprojectcost$62

A newphenomenoniscaptivating the
collective public consciousness. It
does not require temples, prayer

mats or Sunday sermons. Artificial intelli-
gence seems tobe replacing religion as the
“opium of the masses,” an overwhelming
force slowly taking control of our lives,
promising utopian futures and sparking
endlessdebates.Fromchatbotswhispering
sweet nothings to predictive algorithms
knowingyoubetter thanyour therapist,AI
is theshinyaddictive toyeveryonewants to
playwith,whethertheyunderstanditornot.
TheallureofAI isakintothatofreligionin

itsheydays;AIhascapturedthepublic imag-
ination.Need tosortyouremails, planyour
retirement or write a love letter? AI to the
rescue. It is thedigitalmessiah,offeringcon-
venienceandefficiencywrappedinaneasy-
to-use user interface. Studies show that
globalAIadoption inbusinesses shotupby
270% between 2015 and 2022, with the AI
industry projected to hit $1.8 trillion by

Artificial intelligence: The latest opium of the masses

is a technology advisor
and podcast host.
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TheallureofAI is akin to that of
religion in its heydays. Artificial
intelligencehas captured the

public imaginationwithpromises
of abetter tomorrowand is often
seenas an answer to all ourwoes.

Weneed something that does
not requiredigital exorcisms in
the future.Wemust approachAI
withwisdomto recognize its
benefits and scepticism to
question its limitations.
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Teja Lele

S elenaGomez brought bulky, retro
jumpers and oversized cardigans
back to life as Mabel Mora in the
true-crime show Only Murders In
The Building andnothing screams

winter likethevintageFair Islesweater.Thetra-
ditionalknit sweaters fromtheShetlandIslands
intheUKhavebeentrendingforoveracentury.
Edward VIII was photographed in a Fair Isle
jumper in 1921. Edmund Hillary and Tenzing
NorgayworewearingShetland jumperswhen
theysummitedMountEverest in 1953.Beatles
star PaulMcCartney was spotted in a Fair Isle
jumper on a visit to Shetland in 1970. Emma
WatsondonnedoneforherturnasHermionein
Harry Potter And The Deathly Hallows. Last
Christmas, Kate Middleton was snapped in a
festive Fair Isle turtleneck as she added orna-
ments to a toweringChristmas tree.
Theintricate technique,whichoriginatedon

the remoteBritish island—home to 50people
now—hasbeenpractised forgenerations.The
local legend goes that the El Gran Grifon was
wreckedonFair Isle in 1588, and the 17house-
holds tookthesailors in.TheSpanishsailorsare
saidtohavetaughttheknittingtechniquetothe
islandresidents.That’s justonestory.Evidence
showsFair IsleknittinghasScandinaviancon-
nections,a theorysupportedbythefact that the
ShetlandIslandswereaNorwegianstatebefore
becomingpart of Scotland in 1469.
JanetteBudge, a true-blueShetlander,knit-

wear designer and tutor, says it’s hard to put a
date to the startofFair Isleknitting. “Hardevi-
denceof strandedknittingwasdiscoveredwith
theGunnisterMan,abodydiscoveredonShet-
landmainland in 1951. Thebody, dating to the
late17thorearly18thcentury,carriedastranded

style, often with an irregular hexagon style
motif filledwithcrosses,diamondsandsquares,
andcoupledwitha largeXalternatingwith the
hexagon.This is often interspersedwith small
patterns,usuallyofone to five rows inheight.”
Fair Isledesignshave, throughcenturies, fol-

lowed geometric patterns, such as the crosses
andhexagonsof thepopularOxopattern,along
withsymbols related to lifeonthe islands, such
asflowersandramhorns. “Therehasbeensome
evolution with the addition of stars, flowers,
sheepandpuffins.Therehasbeenabigchange
incolourasmorecolourshavebeendeveloped
by localwool companies,” Budge says.
Manyknittersmovedtomachinesa fewdec-

adesago.“Inthebeginning,everythingwasknit
by hand. When V-bed domestic knitting
machinesbecameavailable,all theplainandrib
sectionsofagarmentoraccessorywerekniton
themachineandonly theFair Isle sections, like
the yoke,were knit byhand,” Budge says. The
motifs couldstillbedesignedbythemakerand
yarnschangedmanuallywhenacolourchange
was needed. “Today, fewer sweaters are com-
pletely hand knit but accessories such as hats,
headbands,gloves,mittensand fingerlessmit-
tens are still available,” she says.All processes,
fromshearing the sheep tomillinganddyeing
the yarn and finishing a piece happen on the
tiny island.
Budge isworkingwithShetlandPeerieMak-

kers, acharityworking to teachskills and tech-
niquestochildrenaged8-11years.Shesaysknit-
ting was part of the curriculum in Shetland
schools fordecades, butwasoneof the casual-
tiesof theeducationbudgetcuts in2010. “The
charity provides needles and traditional knit-
tingbeltswhileJamiesonsofShetlanddonates
all theyarnneeded.Thishelpstokeepourtradi-
tions alive,” she says.
Whatwouldbe thepriceof agenuine,hand-

knit Fair Isle sweater? Budge says it would
vary, depending on the knitter and the yarn
used. “It is hard to find someonewhowill knit
a 100% hand-knitted sweater. Hand-frame,
machine-knittedcanbebought for£150-600
for a bespoke garment, depending on size.”

Teja Lele is an independent journalist who
writes on lifestyle.

Write to us at lounge@livemint.com

Thehistory of a heritage
sweater that’s always hot
The Fair Isle jumpers with
a classic knit, popular
among celebrities and
royals, originated on the
remote island of Fair Isle
in the 17th century

KateMiddleton in a festive Fair Isle turtleneck COURTESY THE PRINCE AND PRINCESS OF WALES/INSTAGRAM

knittedpurse.Wedon’t know if itwas knitted in
Shetland or not, but stranded knitting was
there,” she says.
Europewasknittingback in the 15thcentury,

andShetlandwasontraderouteswithDenmark,
Germany and Iceland
from around 1468.
Trade was brisk dur-
ing the summer
months,withShetland
knitwearbeingsoldor
bartered.Knittingwas
mostlya task left to the
women.Thementypi-
cally went to sea or mended nets and made
wooden items. By themid-1700s, Fair Isle had
made a mark with its distinctive knitwear.
Islanderscontinuedtobarterhomemadewool-

lenwear—caps, stockings, jumpers—for tea,
sugar andbrandy.
Budgesaysthatbeforeoilwasdiscoveredwest

of the islands in the 1970s,Shetlandwasanarea
of hardship. “Knitting was one of the corner-

stones to keeping the
familygoing,whether
it was the plain stock-
ings knitters made at
home, the later Shet-
land fine lace in the
1800sorFair Isleknit-
ting,” she says.
Like most island

girls,Budgelearnt toknitwhenshewassix.Hav-
ing knitted for the most part of her life as a
hobby, she explains what sets the technique
apart: “Fair Isle knitting has its owndistinctive

Fair Isle designs have, through
centuries, followed geometric
patterns, along with symbols

related to the island life

BENGALURU
CHRISTMASMARKET
20 December-1 January
Fromhandmade jewellery tohomedecor, shopforChrist-
masdecorationsandgifts foryour lovedonesandyourself.
You can also savour seasonal goodies like gingerbread
cookies, hot chocolate andmulledwine.

Noon-8pm. PhoenixMarketcity Bengaluru,
Mahadevapura.

DELHI
ANUPAMSUD: THE JOURNEYAFULLCIRCLE
Till 7 February
Featuringover60works, this showcelebratescontempo-
raryartistAnupamSud.Fromherearlyetchingscreated in
the1970stoexperimentalprintcollagesdevelopedduring
covid, the exhibition highlights Sud’s contributions to
etching andprintmaking, spanning50years.

11am-7pm (Sundays closed). Palette Art Gallery, Golf Links.
For details, visitwww.paletteartgallery.com

MUMBAI
NEUMA:CHRISTMASWITHTHENUTCRACKER
Till 25 December
Thefine-diningrestaurant isoffering festivecocktails, jazz
nightsandalavishChristmasspread.Amongthehighlights
arePatataBrava,MushroomPâtéBrûlée,Ancho-Charred
Tenderloin, ChristmasYuleLog andCherryHotPie.

Noon-1.30pm. Neuma, Apollo Bandar, Colaba.

AMint guide to what’s happening in
and around your city

Lots of Christmas
cheer and art

For the weekend

Christmas
celebrations at
PhoenixMarketcity
Bengaluru.
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