MUMBAI, NEW DELHI, BENGALURU, KOLKATA, CHENNAI, AHMEDABAD, HYDERABAD, CHANDIGARH*, PUNE*, LUCKNOW*

mint | primer

Another fraud:
Did PMC crisis
change anything?

BY SHAYAN GHOSH

Another cooperative lender is now embroiled in an alleged fraud.
Mumbai-based New India Cooperative Bank faces crippling curbs
from RBI and its board has been dissolved, similar to what PMC Bank
faced in 2019. Has anything changed since then? Mint explains.

What happened at
New India Co-op?

On 13 February, RBI placed the
lender under restrictions and
directed the bank to not allow
withdrawals from savings, current
or any other deposit accounts.
While directing depositors to bank
officials and to India’s banking
deposit insurance provider on how
to claim their insurance payments
against deposits of up to 35 lakh,
RBI said the restrictions should
not be seen as a cancellation of the
bank’s licence. A day later,
uncertain over the future of their
money, depositors rushed to
branches of the bank in Mumbai.
RBI also took control of the bank’s
board and placed a retired banker

to manage the operations.
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What do we know
about the bank?

It started in 1968 as the Bombay
Labour Cooperative Bank—
founded by former minister
George Fernandes, and Ranjit
Bhanu, whom the bank’s website
refers to as a “noted criminal
lawyer, trade unionist and a
member of legislative assembly”.
The bank held deposits of 32,436.4
crore as on 31 March 2024 versus
X2,405.9 crore a year earlier, says
its annual report. About 67.2%
were fixed deposits, 27.9% savings
deposits, and the rest current
accounts. Loans fell 11.7% on-year
to 1,174 crore. Capital adequacy
was 9.1% in FY24 against the
required 10%. It has not met the
minimum level for two fiscals now.

What is the cause of this
disruption?

Hindustan Times reported that the police
arrested 57-year-old Hitesh Pravinchand
Mehta, who worked as general manager-
accounts, for allegedly siphoning money
on the pretext of transferring cash between
the Prabhadevi and Goregaon branches.
Last Wednesday, a team of RBI officials
visited the bank headquarters and found
that 112 crore in cash was missing.

Has RBI been watching
cooperative banks?

It has stepped up the scrutiny of
cooperative banks over the past
few years. Enforcement actions
against such lenders have risen
from nine in FY20 to 43 in FY21,
145in FY22,176 in FY23, and to
215 in FY24, showed RBI data. RBI
categorizes urban cooperative
banks under four tiers, based on
the size of deposits. At the end of
FY24, there were 1,472 urban
cooperative banks, with the
number rising in the 1990s under
a “liberal licensing policy”. The
sector has also seen consolidation
with 156 mergers since FYO05.

I@ mint Data Bites

Has anything changed
since 2019 PMC crisis?

The Punjab and Maharashtra
Cooperative Bank was on the
brink of a collapse due to loan
irregularities when RBI seized it in
September 2019. It was taken over
by Centrum Financial Services and
fintech BharatPe in 2022. In 2020,
the government had amended the
Banking Regulation Act, giving
RBI more powers over such
lenders. Urban cooperative banks
are regulated and supervised by
the RBI. But state co-operative and
district central co-operative banks
are regulated by RBI and
supervised by Nabard.
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QUICK EDIT
Trump’s
new salvos

US President Donald Trump
seems to have expanded his tar-
iffs further. He has announced
another round of impositions
targeting automobiles, semi-
conductor chips and pharma-
ceutical imports. “I probably
will tell you that on April 2nd,
but it will be in the neighbour-
hood of 25%,” he reportedly
said, referring to the rate he had
in mind. These follow recent
trade barriers against steel and
aluminium imports, and also his
declared plan for “reciprocal”
levies. With the contours of US
trade policy shape-shifting by
the day, it is getting harder to
figure out how one proposal
squares up with the next. The
idea of reciprocity suggests that
the US wants tariffs that mirror
whatits trade partners have. In
many cases, that would clash
with the 25% rate he seems so
fond of. Which rate regime will
supersede the other has been
left unclarified. This heightens
the trade uncertainty that he
has plunged the globe into. For
India, his pharmaceutical tariffs
are a particular cause of worry,
given America’svalue asamar-
ket for Indian exporters. Since
about 40% of US generic drugs
are from India, it would face
higher healthcare costs in the
bargain. But that aspect doesn’t
seem to perturb itsleader.
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QUOTE OF THE DAY

We are witnessing a surge of
pioneering startups developing
groundbreaking solutions for the
space industry. But to turn these
concepts into practical products that
can be offered to a new marketplace,
there must be sufficient funding,
especially from government

Qnstitutions at this specific stage.
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A.K.BHATT,
DIRECTOR GENERAL, INDIAN
SPACE ASSOCIATION

Mark to Market | Airtel vs Jio: Race is
wide open >P4

Global | European capitals divided on
Ukraine as Trump courts Putin >P10

Money | Could capital gains cost you
your tax rebate eligibility? >P13
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Views | Investor fears of a bear market:
Exaggerated? >P14

Views | Enlarged energy supplies from
America should serve India well >P15

SMARTEST Al MODEL?
XAI'S GROK-3 SCORES 1400 IN CHATBOT ARENA

WHAT IS CHATBOT ARENA?

“Chatbot Arena” is a crowdsourced, online platform
used for benchmarking and evaluating
performance of various Al models. The platform
has so far evaluated 205 Al models based on 2.7
million votes since its launch in May 2023.

I —— T —
A user asks a question to two anonymous LLMs.

Then they vote for the model with the preferred
response. The models' identities are revealed only
after voting. The data is then analyzed using
advanced statistics to rank the models.
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Hidden cost of Ind

1a’s

rising sugar empire

BY NITESH KUMAR

Uttar Pradesh was India’s largest groundwater extractor in 2023, using as much water as that could meet Ben-

galuru’s water needs for 48 years.

Uttar Pradesh accounted for nearly half
of sugarcane production in 2013-2023

Share of sugarcane production
(in %), 20132023

Tamil Nadu ‘\‘

Karnataka

Maharashtra ‘

The state leads in groundwater
extraction as well

States with highest groundwater extraction in 2013-2023,
annual average (in billion cubic metres)

Punjab

Madhya Pradesh _19.2

45
Uttar
Pradesh

Maharashtra

Rajasthan 16.5

Key farm states, including Uttar Pradesh, have
untenable groundwater extraction levels
Average stage of groundwater extraction (in %), 2013-2023

160.9

145.8 States exceeding this
threshold extracted more
groundwater than can be

replenished naturally

..... sy At this level,
the extraction
becomes
‘semi-critical'

Tamil Uttar
Nadu Pradesh

The stage of groundwater extraction measures available groundwater, actual
usage, and the percentage extracted. For example, if groundwater extraction
exceeds 100%, it means the state is using more water than can naturally
recharge, classifying it as over-exploited.

Punjab  Rajasthan

Haryana

India uses more than double the water for
sugarcane as against the average

Amount of water used to produce sugarcane
(in cubic metres/tonne)

Global average

Maharashtra
Tamil Nadu
Karnataka
Uttar Pradesh

India average

Sugar diversion to ethanol production
has surged over the years

Share of sugar output diverted to ethanol production (in %)
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Uttar Pradesh has been receiving a
fraction of micro-irrigation funds

Share (in %) of funds allocated to states
under the Per Drop More Crop (PDMC) scheme, FY16-FY24*

Karnatak (D) 14.41
Andhra Pradesh () 13 96

Maharashtra — ’12.59

Tamil Nadu 12.34
Guijarat 9.96
Rajasthan 6.28
Madhya Pradesh 472

Uttar Pradesh - ,4.64
Telangana - ,3.81
Haryana () 1.89

Source: Central Ground Water Board; Value of Water Research Report Series No. 47, Unesco-IHE, Delft, the Netherlands; department of

largest exporter of sugar from the fourth largest, but

this dominance has come at a high cost: rapid
groundwater depletion. Sugar is extracted from
sugarcane, a water-guzzling crop that adversely impacts
India’s groundwater sustainability. A deep-dive
investigation by Mint, backed by interviews with
multiple farmers, government officials, and experts, and
data crunching from official sources, shows groundwater
in Uttar Pradesh is at the risk of complete depletion of
aquifers within years, unless a more sustainable way of
producing sugarcane is adopted.

The unsustainable use of groundwater has already
pushed major agrarian states such as Punjab and
Haryana beyond their ability to naturally replenish the
water. Uttar Pradesh and Tamil Nadu are on track to
follow suit. Both these states have utilized more
than 70% each of their available groundwater
resources, which is deemed as a “semi-critical”
level by the Central Ground Water Board
(CGWB).

I njust 10 years, India has become the world’s second-

WATER WOES

food and public distribution; ministry of agriculture
PARAS JAIN/MINT

the water than isnormal globally, its role in the
production of ethanol has presented a dichotomy for
policy makers. In Uttar Pradesh, growing one tonne of
sugarcane requires over a hundred cubic metres of water
—equivalent to about four standard 20-foot shipping
containers. Uttar Pradesh’s yields—output per unit of
cultivated land—improved by one-third over the past
decade to 2023, but groundwater extraction remained in
the unsafe category.

Despite this, farmers have stuck to sugarcane partly
due toits growing role in India’s energy independence.
“Sugarcane is no longer just an industrial crop. Itisan
energy crop,” said Sudhir Panwar, a professor at the
University of Lucknow and a former member of Uttar
Pradesh’s Planning Commission.

The government’s Ethanol Blended Petrol (EBP)
Programme, targeting 20% ethanol blending in
petrol by 2025, has further boosted demand,
especially in major sugarcane-producing states
like Uttar Pradesh. However, with four-fifths of
India’s ethanol sourced from sugar, leading
agrarian statesrisk irreversible groundwater
depletion unless sustainable irrigation

Despite the groundwater crisis, Uttar Pradesh Scan QR code methods are adopted.

alone has accounted for half of India’s sugar for more expert

production over the past decade, while farmers  jnsights, data, LIMITED ALTERNATIVES

in the state extracted three-fifths of itsavailable  gndinterviews.  Since alternative crops like rice and maize need

groundwater. Uttar Pradesh’s sugarcane
production surged 70% in this period, far above the
national average of 40% growth. At thisrate, the state’s
groundwater won'’t sustain another decade of intensive
cane farming, experts said. According to a Mint analysis
of CGWB data, Uttar Pradesh was India’s largest
groundwater extractor in 2023, using as much water as
that could meet Bengaluru’s water needs for 48 years.
Shamli and Saharanpur, two of the top 10 sugarcane-
producing districts in Uttar Pradesh, are already water-
scarce, and their extraction rates exceed more than 100%
of their groundwater resources, meaning they are
extracting more than can be replenished naturally. And
farmers are struggling with depleting groundwater. “We
haven’t felt it as a real problem yet, but every two to three
years, the water flow decreases, forcing us to dig 10-15
feet deeper,” said farmer Bujhveer Singh from Shamli.
While India’s sugarcane crop uses more than double

even more water, sugarcane production

remains intact in the state. Even willing farmers face
barriers. They said there were no mandis for crops other
than sugarcane in many districts. While the government
has been promoting micro-irrigation, a technique of drip
irrigation to preserve water, under schemes such as Per
Drop More Crop (PDMC), its adoption remains low due
to the initial investment cost and a lack of awareness.

“Everything is on paper. I don’t recall any official ever
explaining alternative irrigation techniques,” says cane
farmer Lokesh Kumar from Shamli. Local authorities
hold weekly chaupals to educate farmers, but scepticism
persists. “Even with a 90% subsidy, farmers hesitate to
invest,” says Panwar, urging the government to set up
free pilot projects to prove their benefits.

Reporting for this story was supported by the
Environmental Data Journalism Academy, a programme
of Internews’ Earth Journalism Network and Thibi.
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law for online gaming

Move to end maze of laws, bring clarity on taxation, attract investments

US levies on drug exports may
cost Indian firms $2.25 billion

Jessicajani

Goldman
sees GDP
hit from US

over the course of the year. .
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he Centre plans to bring wielded by US President ~ Aurobindo Pharma ceuticals.
India’s online gaming compa- Donald Trump has sent 478 “If levied, which we don’t

niesunder a single regulatory
framework, eliminating the
patchwork of state-level laws
that currently governs the sector, two
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investors and markets scurry-
ing for cover across the world
and across industries. On
Wednesday, it was the turn of

Dr. Reddy's
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hope for, [it] would result in
value erosion ofapproximately
$2.25 billion for all exporters
selling fixed dose formulations

spared from the US
move to apply recip-
rocal tariffs on all trad-
ing partners, president

I ndia will not be

people aware of the development said. Dream11 8 D) the pharmaceutical industry. Lupin inthe US,” Namit Joshi, chair- Donald Trump said,
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two people cited above said on the condi-
tion of anonymity. “The industry has also
made multiple presentations showcasing
its scope to draw foreign investments. To
enable this, the Centre believes that a
single law will be key in terms of regula-
tory clarity, and that it would also allow
India’s Financial Intelligence Unit (FIU)
to crack down on offshore entities—
something that the ministry of electron-
ics and information technology (Meity)’s
proposed self-regulatory body frame-
work has so far failed to do,” the person
said on the condition of anonymity.

Queries sent to leading gaming com-
panies Dreamll and Games24X7
remained unanswered.

Meity and MHA also did not immedi-
ately respond to Mint’s queries.

New Delhi’simpetus for these discus-
sions is two-fold. Firstly, it needs clarity
on taxing online gaming companies,
which have challenged GST notices for
112 trillion in the Supreme Court. (The
court has stayed these notices, and hear-
ings begin on 18 March) Secondly, the

home ministry is worried about offshore
entities hosting online gaming and bet-
ting, which may be abused for money
laundering.

Unified regulation would be a much-
needed relief for the industry that has
faced multiple obstacles despite the
Supreme Court clarification on gaming
and gambling, said Jay Sayta, a technol-
ogy and gaming lawyer who represents
many gaming companies. “These gaming
companies have a vital role to play in
India’s nascent gaming industry, and sti-
fling them right at the onset can lead to a
fast-growing industry being overridden
by black-market, fly-by-night gambling
operators. But, much will depend upon
how much regulatory ambiguity is even-
tually addressed by this committee—
many times, the discussions do not trans-
late into intended results,” Sayta said.

Karnataka, which unsuccessfully tried
to ban online gaming in 2021, said in
2023 thatitintends toregulateit for the

state’s residents. In December 2023,
Maharashtra sought to restrict online
games in the state. Earlier this month,
Tamil Nadu imposed state-specific regu-
lations on real-money games available to
usersin the state, after a previous attempt
to ban them that was overturned by the
High Court. Each of these matters was
challenged in the Supreme Court. A uni-
fied law would be a relief for online gam-
ing companies operating across states
but face varying rules and regulations.
According to a policy executive at one
of India’s top three online gaming firms,
state-wise regulations are confusing
because gamers do not just interact with
people from within a single state, leading
towhat he called regulatory spillage. “It
is because of this that a single online
gaming law can help bring back foreign
investments into the sector, which have
dropped by over 90% during the past two
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Big paydays for top talent: Aon

Top performers are likely to be handsomely
rewarded in an appraisal season that will see
overallincrement lower than last year's, as
perareport by consulting firm Aon. >P6

Steel boon for autos may not last

Lower steel prices helped automakers trim
costsand up margins. But lower input costs
were not sustainable, the sector is exposed
togeopolitics, thatimpacts steel prices. >P5

BCCI deal: Riju moves NCLAT

Suspended Byju's director Riju Raveendran
has approached the NCLAT to prevent
Byju's creditors from deciding on a 3158

crore settlement with BCCI. >P3
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5.8%, 4.8% and 3.2%, respec-
tively, in intra-day trading.
The uncertainty was fuelled
by the heavy dependence on
US exports for top Indian drug
makers, which garner any-
where between 30% and 50%
of their revenues from the
American market. Also, the US
isIndia’slargest export market

India).

Trump on Tuesday said he
was considering imposing tar-
iffs “in the neighbourhood of”
25% for automobiles and at
least that for semiconductors
and pharmaceutical products.
He furtherindicated that tariffs
would go “very substantially
higher” for chips and drugs

almost half of its generic drug
imports, and any gap created by
afallinimportsisunlikely tobe
immediately met by local drug
makers.

Generic drugs are inexpen-
sive versions of high-cost pat-
ented medicines innovated and

TURN TO PAGE 6

‘Here’s what we're
goingto do: reciprocal.
Whatever you charge,
I'm charging,” Presi-
dent Trump said.
Under thereciprocal
tariff system, the US

TURN TO PAGE 6
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The move comes amid rise in
cases of sub-standard drugs.
BLOOMBERG

Drug labels
may need to
name staff
who release
batches

Priyanka Sharma
priyanka.sharma@livemint.com
NEW DELHI

o fix accountability, the
T government is working

on a plan to include the
name of the person responsible
forreleasing abatch of medici-
nes under the Drugs Rules,
1945, said an official familiar
with the matter.

This comes against the back-
drop of growing complaints
about counterfeit and substan-
dard drugs circulating in the
market. Currently, under the
Drugs Rules, there is a provi-
sion of mentioning the names
of staff responsible for manu-
facturing and testing when the
drug licence is issued to the
manufacturer. If the proposal
toadd the names ofthe person-
nel releasing the batch is
approved, the Drugs Rules will
need to be amended and
changes cleared at the Drugs
Technical Advisory Board
(DTAB) meeting.

At present, the process for
manufacturing medicines
entails the manufacturer open-
ing two units—one for produc-
tion and another for testing.
Once the medicine is pro-
duced, itis sent for quality con-
trol and safety testing. The
same person cannot head both
units, so data from both unitsis
compiled and approved by the
person responsible for releas-
ing the batch of medicines.

“Currently, there isno provi-
sion in the legal document for
including the name of the per-
son responsible for batch
release while granting license
to the drug maker. There was
no accountability and the staff
available at the time of the
release of the batches of medi-
cines would be the one whose
name was put on the label as
the person clearing the batch,”
the official said.

With the new plan in the
works, “we will be able to know
the name of the person respon-
sible,” the official said. The goal
istransparency in the drugreg-
ulatory system and strengthen-
ing the quality checks. The offi-
cial added that this is a step
towards ensuring the quality
and safety of pharmaceutical
products made in India.

For an extended version of
this story, go to livemint.com.
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Centre toroll out credit
rating for rural borrowers

The government is working with public-sector banks and the IBA to develop the framework

SubhashNarayan &Rhik Kundu
NEW DELHI

he Union government plans

to launch a Grameen Credit

Score system within six

months, mirroring the MSME

credit framework, to boost
formal lending to farmers, self-em-
ployed individuals, and self-help groups
(SHGs), two people familiar with the
matter told Mint.

The government isworking with pub-
lic-sector banks and the Indian Banks’
Association (IBA) to develop the frame-
work. It willassess rural borrowers' cred-
itworthiness based on digital transaction
data, government subsidy receipts, and
Unified Payments Interface (UPI) activ-
ity, the people mentioned above said on
condition of anonymity. Like the Micro,
Small and Medium Enterprises MSME
model, the rural credit score will incorpo-
rate alternative financial indicators, such
asutility bill payments, property owner-
ship, and vehicle usage, the first person
mentioned above said.

“The two models—the
MSME credit assessment
and the Grameen Credit
Score—are being devel-
opedin parallel,” the per-
son said. “The MSME
framework will be imple-

Rural borrowers' creditworthiness will be assessed based on digital transaction
data, government subsidy receipts, and UPI activity. MINT

develop anew creditassessment model
based on the scoring of digital footprints
of MSMEs in the economy. This was
intended toimprove upon the traditional
assessment of credit eligibility which

HINTERLAND REACH

THE proposal aims
to boost formal
lending to farmers,
self-employed and
self-help groups

man has underscored the need for an
inclusive credit assessment system in
her FY2025-26 budget speech, particu-
larly to enhance financial access for
women in rural India.

The rural credit score
will also enable banks to
developtailoredloan prod-

|-|K5 tlhe MSIMEd‘t THtE cre?}it ngrbe ucts, making credit more
model, rural credi system should be . )
score will look into ready for accessible to entrepre
alternative financial deplo?:ment inthe neursandsmallbusinesses,
indicators latter half of 2025 said the second person

mentioned above, who

mented first, while the

rural credit score should be ready for

deployment in the latter half of 2025.”
The Budget 2024-25, presented by

finance minister Nirmala Sitharaman in

July last year, proposed that banks

relies on asset and turnover criteria.
Banksare expected to come out with

anew framework and credit assessment

model for MSME early next fiscal year.
Finance minister Nirmala Sithara-

didn’t want tobe named.
“A strong credit score could help
secure largerloans at competitive rates,
supporting business expansion in rural
India. Farmers with a solid digital foot-
print, timely utility bill payments, and

consistent spending patterns—reflected
in UPI transactions—would qualify for
better banking credit, fostering entre-
preneurship and financial inclusion,”
the person added.

A data-driven rating system could
help banks tailor loan products for rural
borrowers.

A finance ministry spokesperson
didn’t respond to emailed queries.

Expertssay the initiative could signif-
icantly boost lending to self-help
groups, which historically have strong
repayment track records.

“Grameen credit score will be of great
benefit to quantify the intent to pay and
increase the bank’s abilities to assess
borrowers more seamlessly. Any score is
asgood asthe dataused to create it,and
the quality of the individual borrower-
level data, especially for SHGs, etc., con-
tinues to be a challenge,” said Nimilita
Chatterjee, partnerat EY India’s Finan-
cial Services Risk Consulting practice.

“It is imperative that the details of
individual borrowers who are part of the
SHGsare captured accurately both ret-
rospectively and prospectively. This is
very important for the stability of the
score and accuracy,” Chatterjee added.

Grameen credit score will enable
banks to effectively underwrite borrow-
ers, whichwillincrease credit, including
rural credit, without compromising on
credit quality, said Vivek Iyer, partner
and financial servicesrisk leader, Grant
Thornton Bharat.

subhash.narayan@livemint.com

Foran extendedversion of this story, go
tolivemint.com.
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Investment treaties
and free trade deals
may be separated

Rajeev Jayaswal
letters@hindustantimes.com
NEW DELHI

treaties as separate from

free trade dealsso asto pre-
vent partners from using the
former as abargaining chip to
get concessions for the latter
and vice-versa, indicating a
new approach in ongoing talks
with the UK, the European
Union and the Eurasian Eco-
nomic Union, officials said.

Negotiations for free trade
agreements (FTAs) often
include a separate chapter on
thebilateral investment treaty
(BIT), which is sometimes
used as anegotiating card. But
trade mattersare often differ-
ent from issues pertaining to
BITs.

Investment protection
treaties could be in conflict
with sovereign functions such
as taxation. Hence, there is a
school of
thought that
BITs should
be negotiated
separately rather than as part
of an FTA agreement, at least
three officials with direct
knowledge of the matter said.

India’s ongoing free trade
talks with the EU also involve
simultaneous negotiations for
bilateral investment treaties
(BITs).

The UK is also keen on a
BIT. Besides, the yet-to-be-fi-
nalised terms of reference
(ToRs) for an FTA with the
Eurasian Economic Union

I ndia may treat investment

Hindustan Times

The move will prevent BITs
from being used as bargaining
chips. BLOOMBERG

(EAEU) may also involve some
kind of investment protection
agreement, they added
requesting anonymity. EAEU
members are Armenia, Bela-
rus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan,
and Russia.

That will change now, one
of the officials cited in the first
instance explained.

“While FTAs are in the
domain of the commerce min-
istry, BITsare
negotiated by
the finance
ministry,
which isin the process of fram-
ingatemplate for future BITs,”
this person added.

The budget presented on 1
February clearly mentioned
this, he said. “To encourage
sustained foreign investment
and in the spirit of ‘first
develop India’, the current
model BIT will be revamped
and made more investor-
friendly,” finance minister
Nirmala Sitharaman said in
her budget speech.

Govt to sweeten deal for global EV makers Energy storage systems set to be

Manas Pimpalkhare
manas.pimpalkhare@hindustantimes.com
NEW DELHI

he government intro-
T duced steep tax breaks

about a year ago to lure
global electric vehicle (EV)
manufacturers to set up shop
in India. Apart from indica-
tions that Elon Musk’s Tesla
Inc. might be preparing to sell
its cars in India, EV makers
haven’t taken the bait.

Now, the Indian govern-
ment is considering expand-
ing the scheme to cover
investments in charging infra-
structure to make the policy
more attractive to global EV
manufacturers, people famil-
iar with the matter said.

The Scheme to Promote
Manufacturing of Electric Pas-
senger Cars in India
(SPMEPCI) was launched in
March last year to encourage
foreign automakers to set up
production units. The scheme,
notified on 15 March 2024,
mandates a minimum invest-
ment of $500 million (34,150
crore) and requires carmakers
to achieve 25% localization
within three years and 50%
within five years.

In return, India will lower
import duties on fully built

Centre plans to cover investments in charging infrastructure to

make the policy more attractive to global EV makers.

EVsmanufactured overseas by
participating automakers. For
instance, a car priced at
$40,000 canbe imported ata
reduced duty of

BLOOMBERG

localization requirements.
Yet, not asingle automaker
has formally applied.
Local subsidiaries of Hyun-
dai, Skoda-Volks-

15% instead of the SpendingonEV ~ wagen, and
usual 70%. For charginginfra Toyota were
EVs costing may count reportedly con-
$50,000 ormore, towards the sidering partici-
the import duty— e pation as of
typically 100%—  $200million 0 ber2024,
will also drop to investment but have yet to
15%, according to threshold make amove.

the scheme noti- Multiple rea-
fication. sons may have

Automakers can bring inup
to 8,000 EVs annually under
this framework, provided they
meet the investment and

incentives to boost underground commercial coal block

contributed to the lack of
demand for the scheme,
including global fragmenta-
tion trends or economic poli-

cies that focus on domestic or
local businesses over global
trade, according to auto sector
experts. Additionally, the con-
ditions of the scheme could
potentially be difficult to meet
for companies, according to
experts.

Now, in a bid to address
investment bottlenecks, the
ministry of heavy industriesis
considering allowing expendi-
tures on EV charging infra-
structure to count towards the
$500 million minimum
investment threshold, two
people aware of the discus-
sions said.

Aformal decisionisyettobe
made, and an email query to
MHI did not elicit aresponse.

The potential inclusion of
EV charging infrastructure
could be “a solid move to
diversify foreign direct invest-
ment beyond manufacturing
into charging infrastructure,”
said Abhijeet Sinha, national
programme director at Ease of
Doing Business, a tech-pilot-
ing agency.

The government’s move
comes at a time when India is
pivoting away from direct EV
subsidies towards building
charging networks.

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

amust for new solar projects

RiturajBaruah
rituraj.baruah@livemint.com
NEW DELHI

l | pcoming solar power
projects in the country
are set to have energy

storage systems integrated at
the sites to ensure uninter-
rupted supply of renewable
power and maintain grid stabil-
ity.

The Central Electricity
Authority (CEA) has asked state
power utilities and renewable
energy implementation agen-
cies to incorporate two-hour
co-located energy storage sys-
tems, equivalent to 10% of the
installed solar project capacity,
in future solar tenders.

“Thisrequirement will help
mitigate intermittency issues
and provide critical support
during peak demand periods. A
suitable compliance mecha-
nism may also be explicitly
mentioned in the bid docu-
ment to ensure the availability
of storage during non-solar
hours,” the CEA said in an advi-
sory on Tuesday.

The CEA, which advises the
government on mattersrelated
tothenational electricity policy

The storage systems are aimed
to ensure grid stability. Reuters

and formulates electricity sys-
tem development plans, sug-
gested that power distribution
companies (discoms) may also
consider mandating two-hour
storage with rooftop solar
plantsto improve reliability of
supply at the consumer-end
and lower the pressure during
solar hours.

The development comes
against the backdrop of the
government’s plan to achieve
500GW of non-fossil power
generation capacity by 2030.
The majority of the 500GW
would comprise renewable

GDP growth this fiscal likely to

auctions in India, a senior government official said on

Wednesday. The push for UG mining aligns with India’s

Power sector needs $700 bn
to achieve net-zero: Moody's

New Delhi: India’s power sector will need $700 billion

investment over the next
BLOOMBERG

10 years to help the country
achieve its 2070 net-zero
pledge, Moody’s Ratings said
on Wednesday. The rating
agency said investments
required by the power sector
during FY2026-51 will be
1.5-2% of GDP (about 2% for
the next 10 years), which
India can manage. PTI

Coal ministry plans more sops

inundergroun

d mine auctions

Kolkata: The coal ministry is planning additional

drive for sustainable coal production. The proposed
incentives are in an advanced stage of discussions and
may be announced soon, coal secretary Vikram Dev Dutt
said at aroadshow in the city. PTI

Centre sanctions ¥1,554.99 cr
to five disaster-hit states

New Delhi: A panel headed by home minister Amit
Shah has approved X1,554.99 crore of additional central
assistance under the National Disaster Response Fund
(NDRF) to five states affected by floods, flash floods,
pTi landslides and cyclonic

storms during 2024. Andhra

Pradesh will get X608.08

crore; Nagaland, X170.99

crore; Odisha, 3255.24 crore;

Telangana,X231.75 crore, and

Tripura,3288.93 crore, as per

an official statement. PTI

India, Argentinasign pact
for exploration of lithium

REUTERS

New Delhi: India and Argentina on Wednesday

be 6.3%: SBl research

BLOOMBERG

Kolkata: The State Bank of
India (SBI),initsresearch, has
estimated GDP growth dur-
ing the current financial year
(2024-25) to be 6.3%, assum-
ing that the National Statistics
Office does not make major
revisions to the erstwhile first
and second quarter estimates.

PTI

India committed to transform

signed a pact for deeper collaboration in explora-

tion and resource development of critical miner-
als, chiefly lithium, an official statement said. The
Memorandum of Understanding was signed in the
presence of minister for coal and mines G. Kishan
Reddy, and governor of Catamarca, Argentina,
PTI

Ral Alejandro Jalil, here.

executive committee of Aardo.

Aardo rural areas: minister

New Delhi; India is committed to rural transformation
in member nations of the African-Asian Rural Develop-
ment Organisation (Aardo) and will increase its technical
contribution to the forum, Rural Development Minister
Shivraj Singh Chouhan said on Wednesday. He was
speaking at the inauguration of the 77th session of the

PTI

power such as solar and wind
energy, both intermittent in
nature , which mayrender the
power grid unstable. Storage
capacity would ensure the sup-
ply of renewable power round
the clock.

The CEA said in its letter to
state governments, central
generating stationsand renew-
able energy implementing
agencies that energy storage
systems would be essential to
ensure grid stability, reliability
and optimal energy utilization.
Energy storage systems can
help address intermittency
challenges.

India had aninstalled energy
storage capacity of 4.86GW,
including 4.75GW of pumped
storage projects (PSPs) and
0.11GW ofbattery energy stor-
age systems (BESS) at the end of
December. As per National
Electricity Plan, India will need
73.93GW /411.1IGWh of storage
capacity (26.69GW
/17518GWh from PSP and
47.24.GW/236/22 GWh from
BESS), tointegrate the targeted
364GW of'solar and 121IGW of
wind capacity by 2031-32.

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

A19 February, Page 12 story,
‘Snack Time: Why ITC acquired
Prasuma’, should have
identified Bertelsmann India
Investments (BII) as a venture
capital fund that is part of the
German multinational
Bertelsmann SE & Co. KGaA.
The error is regretted.

Readers can alert the
newsroom to any errors in the
paper by emailing us, with your
full name and address to
feedback@livemint.com.
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Probus Smart Things secures
funding for smart grid applications

Bengaluru: Probus Smart Things, a deeptech startup focused
onsmart grid applications, has raised $5 million in an extended
Series A led by Unicorn India Ventures, which also saw participa-
tion from notable US-based and Indian family offices. The fresh
round is a mix of equity and debt financing. To date, the New Del-
hi-based startup, which started in 2015, hasraised over $8 million
in funding. ROSHAN ABRAHAM

Nigeria sues Binance for $81.5bn
in economic losses, back tax

REUTERS

Abuja: Nigeria hasfiled a lawsuit seeking to compel crypto-
currency exchange Binance to pay $79.5 billion for eco-
nomic losses it says were caused by its operations in the
country and $2 billion in back taxes, court documents
showed on Wednesday. Authorities blame Binance, the
world’s largest crypto exchange, for Nigeria’s currency
woes and detained two of its executives in 2024 after cryp-
tocurrency websites emerged as platforms of choice for
trading the local naira currency. REUTERS

Healthfab secures pre-Series A
funding led by Mistry Ventures

Bengaluru: Healthfab, maker of areusable period panty brand,
hasraised $1 million in a pre-Series A funding round led by Mistry
Ventures with participation from BeyondSeed, Thrive Ventures
and TV show Shark Tank investors Anupam Mittal, Aman Gupta,
Vineeta Singh and Peyush Bansal. The company previously held
a seed round in 2022, led by BeyondSeed. Founded by Kiriti
Acharjee, Sourav Chakrabarty and Satyajit Chakraborty, Health-
fab claims to have acquired more than 300,000 customers along
with annual growth rate of 2.5-3x in revenue. ROSHAN ABRAHAM

Electric farm equipment maker
Agrilectric snags seed cheque

Bengaluru: Agritech startup Agrilectric has raised $100,000 in
seed funding led by angel platform AH Ventures and other angel
investors.The capital raised will be used towards product devel-
opment, expanding market reach and improving farmer engage-
ment, AH Ventures said. Agrilectric makes farming solutions that
use electricity for power. ROSHAN ABRAHAM
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Riju Raveendran moves
court tosave BCCl deal

NCLAT to hear plea by former Byju's director on X158 cr BCCI settlement

Krishna Yadav

krishna.yadav@livemint.com
NEW DELHI

iju Raveendran, suspended

director of embattled edtech

firm Byju’s, has approached the

bankruptcy appeals court to

prevent its creditors from
deciding on a158-crore settlement with
India’s cricket board.

Byju’s Committee of Creditors (CoC)
includes US-based Glas Trust Llc. and
Aditya Birla Finance.

Riju, the younger brother of founder
ByjuRaveendran, told the National Com-
pany Law Appellate Tribunal (NCLAT) on
Wednesday that the settlement with the
Board of Control for Cricket in India
(BCCI) had been finalized before the CoC
was constituted.

The Bengaluru bench of the National
Company Law Tribunal (NCLT) had on 10
February directed BCCI to submit the
158 crore settlement plea to the CoC for
approval to facilitate Byju’s exit from the
insolvency process.

Byju’s lenders, including Glas Trust,
have opposed the settlement, terming the
3158 crore involved as “tainted money”
and asserting their right to be paid first as
creditors. IFNCLAT rules that the settle-
ment was decided before the CoC was
formed, Byju’s will exit insol-

vency and the management of TRIGGER FACTOR

BYJU'S lenders, Glas
Trust, opposed the
settlement, terming
the 158 cr involved
as “tainted money”

the edtech firm will return to
Byju Raveendran. However, if
the matter stays with the CoC,
the firm must secure approval
from the CoC, which is domi-
nated by opposing lenders.

Riju Raveendran, ex-director of Byju's and brother of founder Byju Raveendran, told the

NCLAT that the BCCl settlement was finalized before the CoC was formed.

The CoC proposed the appointment of
EY’s Shailendra Ajmera, the former reso-
lution professional of bankrupt airline Go
First, as the insolvency expert to manage
Byju's affairs. This comes after NCLT in
January decided that resolution profes-
sional Pankaj Shrivastava was unfit to

THE committee of
creditors asserted
their right to be paid
first, before settling
the BCCl deal

ON 2 August 2024,
NCLAT dismissed
Byju's insolvency
case and approved
BCCl's settlement

BLOOMBERG

jersey sponsorship rights for the Indian
cricket team in 2019, extending the con-
tract till November 2023. However, finan-
cial woes led to missed payments, prompt-
ing BCClI to initiate insolvency proceed-
ings. Both parties later sought a court-
approved settlement, but NCLT did not
issue an order, forcing Byju’s
to escalate the matter to the
NCLAT in Chennai.

On 2 August, NCLAT dis-
missed Byju'sinsolvency case
and approved BCCT’s settle-
ment after Riju Raveendran
raised X158 crore to clear the

Currently, Glas Trust dom-
inates the CoC, holding a 99.41% voting
share due toits311,432 crore claim. Other
creditors include Aditya Birla Finance
with a347 crore claim (0.41% voting share)
and Incred Financial Services Ltd with a
320 crore claim (0.18% voting share).

NCLAT hasagreed to hear hisplea. The
next hearing is scheduled for 3 March.

oversee Byju’sinsolvency process. It had
alsodirected that the reconstitution of the
CoC on 31 August be cancelled, and the
erstwhile CoC from 21 August be retained.

Byju’s insolvency proceedings began
on 16 June 2024 after it defaulted on a
158 crore payment to BCCIunder a spon-
sorship agreement. Byju’s had secured

dues, temporarily restoring
his family’s control over Byju's operations.
However, Glas Trust had challenged
the settlement before the Supreme Court,
arguing that the funds should be allocated
to financial creditors first instead of priori-
tising the settlement with the BCCI.
For an extended version of this story, go to
livemint.com.

IN-SPACe launches
$58 million fund to
back spacetech cos

Reuters

feedback@livemint.com

motion and Authorisation

Centre (IN-SPACe) on
Wednesday launched a X5
billion ($57.58 million) fund
to help early-stage space
technologies go commercial
and reduce reliance on
imports as India seeks to
boost its market share in
global space industry.

The Technology Adop-
tion Fund will also connect
government bodies with
private sector, aiming to
position India as a reliable
partner in increasingly
competitive market, the
space regulator said in a
statement. “The fund will
offer financial support of up
to 60% of the project cost for
startups and medium and
small businesses, and 40%
for larger industries, with a
maximum funding cap of
X250 million per project,”
Pawan Goenka, chairman of
IN-SPACe, said.

I ndian National Space Pro-

The fund will offer support of
up to 60% of project costs e

in the US and Europe.

A joint venture between
Reliance Industries Ltd’s Jio
Platforms and Luxembourg-
based SES has secured regula-
tory approval to provide
gigabit fibre internet, while
Elon Musk’s Starlink and
Amazon’s Kuiper await
licenses.

The government has also
sanctioned a separate 10 bil-
lion venture capital fund for

space startups,

“This support The central awarded con-
will enable com- governmenthas  tracts for Isro’s
panies to refine  jlso sanctioneda main launch
their technolo- separate ¥10 bn vehicle to private

gies, enhance
production pro-

venture capital
fund for Indian

firms and inten-
sified efforts to

cesses and meet forge global
market demands space startups commercial part-
both within India nerships.

and abroad,” he “We are wit-
added. nessing a surge of pioneer-

India opened its space
industry to private invest-
ment last year as Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi’s govern-
ment pushed for greater
monetization of the sector,
long dominated by the state-
run Indian Space Research
Organisation (Isro).

The country hopesliberal-
ized regulations will attract
global players, mirroring the
commercial space boom seen

ing startups developing
groundbreaking solutions
for the space industry. But to
turn these concepts into
practical products that can
be offered to a new market-
place, there must be suffi-
cient funding, especially
from government institu-
tions at this specific stage,”
said A.K. Bhatt, the director
general of the Indian Space
Association.
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nvestors who wish to bet on
India’s telecom sector have few
pure-play options until Reli-
ance Jio Infocommiislisted asa
separate company. For now,

Jio has scope to catch up

Bharti Airtel's Arpu is ahead of Reliance Jio's, but it lags on subscriber base.

@ Bharti Airtel () Reliance Jio  Arpu per month (in %)

Airtel at the end of Q3 (excluding
Bharti Hexacom’s 28 million or so
subscribers). Hence, there is
greater scope for an upside surprise
in Jio’s earnings.

250

200

With 1.15 billion mobile connec-
tionsin a country of 1.4-billion peo-
ple, there’s limited potential for

(Arpu) is concerned.

appears unlikely as of now.

Ashish Agrawal

feedback@livemint.com

BB India Ltd ended
another year with
strong  earnings

growth but the stock’s sharp
decline this year points to
another story.

The engineering conglom-
erate’s Ebitda grew 58% year-
on-year in the December
quarter aided by improved
revenue mix, price advantage,
and better economies of scale.
Itselectrification and process
automation segments saw
Ebit growth of 65% and 51%,
respectively.

However, ABB India’s

tariff hikes have lifted all boats as
far asthe average revenue per user

Vodafone Idea Ltd’s Arpu rose by
X7 sequentially to X173 in the
December quarter (Q3FY25) on a
subscriber base of 200 million.
However, it still makes losses.
nearly X2 trillion of debt, a signifi-
cant portion being government
dues, Vodafone Idea will spend
most of its future cash flows on
repaying this, even ifits profitabil-
ity improves. This leaves little on
the table for shareholders. Plus, its
equity base continues to expand
with frequent dilution. There’s
hope the company will get some
relief from the government in the
form of a debt waiver, but this

Meanwhile, Bharti Airtel Ltd’s
Arpu of 3245 in Q3 was way ahead

150

100

With 50

QIFY24

Arpu is average revenue per user

Q2FY24

and Jio’sby 8.

growth outlook is subdued
and its orderinflow slowed to
32,695 crore from
33,000-33,600 crorerangein
the seven quarters prior. The

The company, majority
owned by Swiss conglomerate
ABB Ltd, follows a January-
December financial year.

ABB India’s large orders
shrankin the December quar-
ter, with its domestic order
inflow falling 19%. However,
exports orders, including
from group companies, were
up 34%, offering some sup-

of Jio’s X203. The gap widened to
42 from 338 in Q2, with Bharti’s
Q3 Arpurising by X12 sequentially

This difference in the Arpu
increase can be explained by two
factors—Bharti Airtel has a higher
share of postpaid users than Jio and
the former’s 2G users are paying

broadband penetration 1A

- Forinstance directive mandates
Q3FY24 Q4FY24 QIFY25 Q2FY25 Q3FY25 Increases. WSLALe®,  voice-and-SMS-onl

ifafamily hasaJio Airfi-  plans; this may

Off the cliff

more after migrating to 4G.

While the gap between Arpu of
the two rivals could continue,
future tariff hikes for both should
be similar. Consequently, the abso-
lute revenue gain could be higher
for Jio because of its larger mobile
subscriber base of about 460 mil-
lion versus 360 million for Bharti

Source: Company

SATISH KUMAR/MINT

ABB's large orders fell steeply in Q4CY24, leading to a decline in

total order inflow.

([0 Base orders received (] Large orders received @ Orders backlog

orderinflow fell 14% year-on- 12,000

year in the fourth quarter, (inZ crore)

dragging 2024 inflow growth Sheet M
t0 6% from 23%in 2023. 6,000

CHERENNE

—

QICY23 Q2CY23 Q3CY23 Q4CY23 QICY24 Q2CY24 Q3CY24 Q4CY24

The company follows January to December financial year

port, and accounted fora14%
itstotal ordersin 2024.

Of ABB India’s four seg-
ments, order inflow improved

Source: Company
SATISH KUMAR/MINT
only in robotics and discrete
automation. However, the

segment accounted for less
than 4% of its 2024 revenue.

in growing data con-
sumption as home

ber or Airtel Xstream
Airfiber connection at
home that offers, say, 30
GB of data per day, it is likely to
consume less mobile data.
Another headwind to growing
Arpuisasetofdirections the Tele-
com Regulatory Authority of India
(Trai) issued in December. The reg-
ulator said all telecom operators
must offer voice-and-SMS-only

Airtel vs Jio: Raceis wide open

plans

may a

subscriber growth. This
means Arpu is the only
growthdriver. Arpuisa
function of data price

per GB and data con- THEgap between impact will be seen from
sumption. However, Arpu of the two cos Q4FY25 onward.

may persist, future .
there maybe challenges  31iff hikes for both Tobesure, the utility

should be similar

TRAI's December

mates

by the

ABB India profits soar but stock slump hints at trouble

Jefferies Indiaanalystsinan
18 February report cut their
revenue growth projections
for ABB India as the Indian
government’s projected capex
for 2025-26 fell short of allo-
cations in recent years--up
12% year-on-year but lower
than 15%+ CAGR since 2021.

“We lower our CY24-26E
revenue CAGR to 22% from
25% and lower gross margins
year-on-year whichisleading
to a 15%+cut in estimates,”
they said.

ABBIndia’sgrossmarginin
Q4 slipped sequentially,
implying that its material cost
advantage may have peaked
out. The company expects a

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

rural areas and senior citizens do
not consume data. Though this

mobile users, it could hurt compa-
nies’ Arpu as plans that come bun-
dled with data have a higher reve-
nue potential.

impact ARPU growth

sonable, with Airtel stock trading at
an EV/Ebitda multiple of about 11x
based on Bloomberg consensus esti-

Tuesday’s stake sale of about 0.8%

promoter, may cause a near-term
hangover.

since many customers in

ppeal to a small section of

Alltelecom operators
launched voice-and-
SMS-only plans in the
current quarter, so the

nature of the telecom
business offers a safe
haven when equity mar-
kets turnjittery. Airtel’s
shares, for instance,
have gained about 44%
over the past year. Valu-
ations still appear rea-

y

for FY26. Having said that,

Mittal family, the company’s

net profit margin of12-15%in
2025, down from 15.4% in
2024.

ABB India has a cash bal-
ance of nearly 35,400 crore,
almost 45% of its balance
sheet size. The company said
ithasapipeline of opportuni-
ties for inorganic expansion.

ABB India’s dividend and
capex outgo was below 31,000
crore in 2024..

ABB India’s shares are
down by about 25% so far in
2025, trading at 44 times its
2026 estimated earnings, as
per Bloomberg consensus. A
big-ticket order win or an
inorganic growth opportunity
are triggers to watch out for.

63 Moons

okays

NSEL settlement

NehaJoshi
nehajoshi@livemint.com
MUMBAI

he board of 63 Moons
T Technologies Ltd, the

parent of defunct
National Spot Exchange Ltd
(NSEL), has approved a one-
time settlement even as the
outcome is clouded by differ-
encesamong investors seeking
torecoup theirmoney formore
thanadecade.

“The Board of Directorsinits
meeting of 18 February
approved the participation and
support of the Company to the
Scheme of Arrangement
between NSEL and the Trad-
ers,” 63 Moonssaid in a filing.

The approval will involve
two key steps: the closure of
ongoing legal proceedings
against 63 Moons; and the
assignment of all claims and
rights from NSEL tradersto the
company. That will enable 63
Moonsto claim recoveries from
defaulters, either through
court decrees or asset liquida-
tion.

NSEL will seek approval for
the scheme of arrangement at
the National Company Law
Tribunal (NCLT), Mumbai,
which it said, citing legal
advice, isthe most appropriate
forum considering the interest
of the parties involved to
achieve the settlement.

This approval by 63 Moons
effectively paved the way for a
structured resolution mecha-
nism, contingent upon investor
consentand NCLT’sapproval,
said Nilesh Tribhuvann, man-
aging partner at law firm White

The settlement seeks to
allocate 1,950 crore owed to
investors. ISTOCKPHOTO

& Brief-Advocates & Solicitor.
“Akey aspect of this settlement
isthe conditional withdrawal of
legal proceedings against 63
Moons, which would substan-
tially reduce its litigation risk
and financial exposure.”

The collapse of NSELin 2013
left investors with unresolved
claims of about 35,500 crore,
owed toover13,000 individu-
als. Although partial payments

Hexaware valued at $5 billion

Reuters

feedback@livemint.com

hares of Carlyle-backed
S Hexaware Technologies
rose as much as 10% in
their debut on Wednesday,
indicating rising retail inter-

debut against the backdrop of
single-digit premium in the
indicative grey market.

“The IPO of Hexaware is a
testimony to both the quality
of the asset and the depth of
the Indian capital markets,”
said Amit Jain,

Arun Kejriwal of Kejriwal
Research said most large
investors were not looking to
push Hexaware’s share price
and book their profit.

TheIT services exporteris
returning to public after more

than four years

estinIndia’sfirstbillion-dol- | managing The stock when it was
lar IPO that struggled to | director and pbegantradingat taken private by
achieve full subscription | head of India at ¥745.50 on the its former owner
without an outsized help from | US private equity National Stock Baring Private
large institutions. firm Carlyle Exchange, above Equity Asia.

The stockbegan tradingat | Group. . ' Carlyle, which
3745.50 on the National Stock Institutional its g;f;;gélce bought Hexa-

Exchange, above its offer
price of X708. The blue-chip
Nifty 50 index closed margin-
ally lower.

At the day’s close of
X762.55, the Indian IT
exporter was valued at
346,340 crore ($5.34 billion).
Analysts had expected a flat

investors bid for
nine times the
shares on offer,
while retail investors bid for
only a tenth of the portion
reserved for them amid mar-
ket volatility and investor
caution over the IT services
sector.

ware in 2021,
sold about 21%
stake in the IT
services exporter through the
IPO. It will continue to have a
controlling stake in Hexaware
after the listing as it expects
more Al-driven growth, Jain
said.

NHPC weighs next
power move with
PTC stake boost

Rituraj Baruah
rituraj.baruah@livemint.com
NEW DELHI

firm, NHPC Ltd, will shortly

decide upon acquiring
shares of other public sector
entities in power trading major
PTC India, and the state-run
firm will inform the power
ministry about its decision, said
NHPC chairman and managing
director Raj Kumar Chaud-
hary.

On 10 January, Mint
reported that NHPCiskeen on
buying out its public sector
co-promoters’ sharesin power
trading firm PTC. NHPC,
NTPCLtd, Power Grid Corp. of
India Ltd and Power Finance
Corp. Ltd hold about 4.05%
each in PTC India, totalling
16.2%. Chaudhary said the dis-
cussions are ongoing within
the company.

“We currently have about 4%
equity share, and the other
companies also have about 4%
each. A few of the companies
want to exit.

| ndia’s largest hydropower

NHPC chairman and MD
Raj Kumar Chaudhary.

increasing its stake in PTC
India would expand the hydro-
power company’s share in the
power trading space. The move
may help NHPC since it is
involved in hydro projects in
Nepal and Bhutan, countries

that export power to India.
PTCshareholder NTPCalso
hasapower trading arm, NTPC

Vidyut Vyapar Nigam Ltd.
NHPC, however, does not
plantobuy PTC India Financial
Services (PFS), the controver-
sy-hit financing arm of PTC
India, which has

NHPC was asked NHPC does not been underregu-

whetheritisalso  plantobuy PTC  latory scrutiny

interested in exit- India Financial over ever-green-

ing. So, we have : ing ofloans.

said that we are services, the- Several PFS
. X controversy-hit . .

not interested in - . directorsresigned

exiting the PTC financing arm of inFebruary 2022,

sharehold- PTCIndia alleging corporate

ing...We will con- misgovernance.

tinue our invest-

ment in PTC. But the question
remains whether we are going
to increase our holding in the
company,” he said.

“Wearediscussing the mat-
ter within our organization,
and very shortly, we will let the
power ministry know whether
we want to increase our hold-
ingin PTC,” he added.

Last month, power ministry
officials met executives from
the four public sector under-
takings (PSU) to discuss the
stake sale in PTC India.

As NHPC already has a
licence for trading power,

InJune 2024, the
Securities and Exchange Board
of India (Sebi) barred PTC
India’s erstwhile chairman,
Rajib Kumar Mishra, and PFS’
former managing director,
Pawan Singh, from holding any
position on the board or man-
agement of listed companies
for six months and two years,
respectively. Sebi imposed
penalties of X10 lakh and 325
lakh, respectively, on Mishra
and Singh. But in December
2024, the Securities Appellate
Tribunal quashed the Sebi
order barring Mishra as a
directorin listed firms.

Safe-haven gold hits all-time
high on Trump’s new salvo

Reuters

feedback@livemint.com
old pricesadvanced to

G an all-time high on
Wednesday as trade
war tensions and concerns
over global economic growth
drove safe-haven flows follow-
ing US President Donald
Trump’s new tariff threats.

Spot gold was up 0.3% at
$2,943.25 an ounce as of 1025
GMT after surging to an all-
time-high 0f$2,946.75/0z ear-
lier in the session. Prices
scaled arecord for a ninth time
thisyear. US gold futuresrose
0.4% t0 $2,961.00.

“Gold’s rally appears to be
driven by President Trump’s

Prices scaled a record for a
ninth time this year. REUTERS

remarks on upcoming tariffs
for autos and pharmaceuticals,
which could pave the way fora
push toward $3,000,” said
Zain Vawda, market analyst at
MarketPulse by OANDA.

Since taking office, Trump
imposed a 10% tariff on Chi-
nese imports, and set a 25%
tariffon steel and aluminium.
On Tuesday, he said he
intends to impose auto tariffs
“in the neighbourhood of 25%”
and similar duties on semicon-
ductors and pharma imports.

“I don’t see central banks
stopping buying gold anytime
soon, but rather expecting
them to keep diversifying their
reserves into gold and support
the gold price,” UBS analyst
Giovanni Staunovo said.

Bullionis viewed asa hedge
against rising inflation and
geopolitical uncertainties, but
higher rates reduce the non-
yielding asset’s appeal.

‘India needs stronger credit rating to join $29.5 tn bond index’

havebeen made overthe years, Shayan Ghosh and Scott Harman, the head of
largeinvestorsawaitafullreso-  shayan.g@livemint.com fixed income, currencies and
lution. The settlement, pro-  MUMBAI commodities at FTSE Russell,

posed in November, seeks to
allocate 31,950 crore, or about
42% of the total 34,650 crore
owed toinvestors, pending the
necessary majority consent.

However, all investors have
not agreed to the settlement.
Mintreported on10 December
that while NSEL Investors
Forum (NIF) claimed broad
support, another group of
investors, called the National
Investor Action Group (NIAG),
purportedly withdrew its con-
sent for the OTS.

Foranextendedversion of the
story, visit livemint.com

stronger credit rating as a

prerequisite for inclusion
into the FTSE World Govern-
ment Bond Index, a 25-country
benchmark with amarket value
0f$29.5 trillion, said two senior
executives at the provider of
indices.

There are 18 different crite-
ria that need to be met to gain
entry to the World Govern-
ment Bond Index, “the most
difficult benchmark to gain
access to in any asset class”,
Fiona Bassett, chiefexecutive;

India would require a

saidin an interview.

Indiais currently rated at the
lowest investment grade by
global rating agencies, some-
thing the government hasheen
unhappy about.

“Typically, we will work with
policy makers to help them in
terms of understanding the
framework,” said Bassett.
“Clearly, there's a desire for
inclusion and so quite a lot of
our work is around educating
andall of ourindices are trans-
parent.”

Come September, Indian
government bonds will be

In September, Indian governmen
which had a market value of $4.7

included in the FTSE Emerg-
ing Markets Government Bond
Index (EMGBI), which had a
market value of $4.7 trillion as

t bonds will join the FTSE EMGBI,
tnason 31January. BLOOMBERG

on 3l January. However, inclu-
sion into the broader World
Government Bond Index
would require India to meet a

few more conditions. The
index provider had kept India
in its watchlist for a few years
before decidingtoaddittothe
emerging market bond index.

Global investors with passive
investment strategies buy
stocks and bonds featuring in
global indices, and FTSE Rus-
sell's addition of Indian bonds
promises to attract invest-
ments. “Indiaisahugely strate-
gicallyimportant market forus
actually at FTSE Russell,” said
Bassett, who joined as the chief
executivein 2023 andison her
first trip to India. “At the Lon-
don Stock Exchange Group
(LSEG), we employ 7,000 peo-
ple in India, making India the

organization’s largest
employee base globally.”

FTSE Russell is wholly
owned by the London Stock
Exchange Group.

India has made some head-
way in getting included in
global bond indices. In March
2024, Bloombergsaid it willadd
a set of Indian government
bonds to its emerging market
index. Bloomberg’s inclusion
came about seven monthsafter
JP Morgan decided to include
India's securities available
under fully accessible route
(FAR) in its GBI-EM Global
indexsuite from 28 June 2024..

Foranextendedversion of the
story, visit livemint.com
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US SEC seeks India’s help In
$250 mn Adani bribery probe

Adani broke the US Securities Act when AGEL raised $2 bn from American investors: SEC

Varun Sood

varun.sood@livemint.com
BENGALURU

he Securities and Exchange

Commission (SEC) has

sought the Indian govern-

ment’s assistance in the US

market regulator’s investi-
gation of billionaire Gautam Adani,
his nephew Sagar and their role in
allegedly paying more than $250 mil-
lion in bribes to Indian government
officials between 2020 and 2024 to
obtain lucrative solar-energy con-
tracts.

The SEC told a New York district
courton Tuesday that as the Adanisare
based out of India, the regulator had
sought help from India’s law ministry
to serve its complaint to the Ahmeda-
bad-based business tycoon.

“Defendants are located in India, and
the SEC’s efforts to serve them there
are ongoing, including through a
request for assistance to the Indian
authorities to effect service under the
Hague Service Convention for Service
Abroad of Judicial and Extrajudicial
Documents in Civil or Commercial
Matters,” SEC’s counsel Christopher
M. Colorado wrote in a letter, dated 18
January.

“Additionally, under Article 5(a) of
the Hague Service Convention, the
SEC hasrequested assistance from
India’s ministry of law and justice,
the Central Authority for India
under the Hague Service Conven-
tion,” said Colorado in hisletter to

ADANI has denied
the allegations by

Gautam Adani and his nephew Sagar have been accused of paying bribes to Indian
government officials between 2020 and 2024 to obtain solar-energy contracts.  pm

through anodal body.

“The SEC’s decision to invoke the
Hague Service Convention to serve
legal documents highlights the seri-
ousness of this enforcement action,
as such measures are typically

KENYA has declined
Adani's $2.6 bn deals,

N the DoJ and the including an airport
thejudge. ) SEC, calling them expansion, investing
Emails sent to the Adani group ‘baseless’ in electricity

and India’s ministry of law and jus-

eight individuals for allegedly paying
more than $250 million in bribes to
Indian government officials between
2020 and 2024 to obtain lucrative
solar-energy contracts. According to
the indictment, Adani Green Energy

UNDER SCRUTINY

ADANI chose to opt
out of $500 mn loan

TOTALENERGIES
will not make new
investments in Adani
until the allegations
are clarified

with International

DFC to fund a port
project in Colombo

acriminal investigation, while the SEC
is pursuinga civil investigation against
Gautam Adani, Sagar Adani and Adani
Green Energy chief executive Vneet
Jaain.

The SEC’s case is that Adani broke
the US Securities Act when Adani
Green raised money from American
investorsasitdid not disclose ajustice
department probe into allegations of
bribes paid by the company’s directors
to unnamed Indian officials between
2020 and 2024..

The Indian conglomerate has denied
theallegations by the DoJ and the SEC,
describing the allegations against its
directors as “baseless.”

“All possible legal recourse will be
sought,” said a spokesperson for the
Adani group in the past. “The Adani
Group hasalways upheld and is stead-
fastly committed to maintaining the
highest standards of governance, trans-
parency and regulatory compliance
acrossall jurisdictions of its operations.
We assure our stakeholders, partners
and employees that we are alaw-abid-
ing organisation fully compliant with
alllaws.”

Since being charged by the DoJ and
the SEC in November, the Adani
group, comprised of 11 public compa-
nies, has faced new challenges to its
global ambitions. Kenya has can-
celled Adani’s proposed deals worth
$2.6 billion, which included
expanding an airport and invest-
ingin electricity. French oil giant
TotalEnergies, which has
invested $3.85 billion in Adani
group companies since 2019,
decided not to make new invest-
ments in the group until the alle-

tice seeking comment went unan-
swered.

The Hague Convention, which
includes 90 countries, including India
and the US, allows legal documents
from foreign law agencies to be deliv-
ered to a citizen of another country

reserved for significant cross-border
cases,” said Kunal Sharma, a partner
at Singhania & Co., a Bengaluru-
based law firm.

On 20 November, federal prosecu-
tors in New York indicted a total of

Ltd (AGEL) raised $2 billion from
American and foreign investors based
on false and misleading statements
about the firm’s anti-corruption and
anti-bribery efforts. For thisreason, the
US Department of Justice (DoJ) opened

gations are clarified.

In December, Adani chose to opt out
of a $500 million loan with the US
International Development Finance
Corporation to finance a port terminal
project in Colombo, saying it would
fund the project internally.

Cheap steel boon for Indian
automakers unlikely to last

Nehal Chaliawala
nehal.chaliawala@livemint.com
MUMBAI

ower steel prices helped
automakers trim costsand

raise margins in the

December quarter. However,
experts said lower input costs
were not sustainable, and the
industry remains exposed to
geopolitics, which has a bear-
ing on steel prices. Steel
accounts for about a third of the
material cost for carmakers.

Automakers must find more
sustainable cost savings to
maintain marginsin the face of
slowing demand growth,
experts said.

“InQ3FY25,atanaggregate
level, the Ebitda margin
improvement in the Indian
auto sector was primarily
driven by a favourable product
mix, operational efficiencies,
strong market demand, and
lower commodity costs with
government incentives,” Nirav
Karkera, head of research at
Fisdom, awealth management
platform. “Among these, the
benefitsaccrued on account of
lower commodity costs may
notbe very sustainable consid-
ering upside risks to input pri-
ces,” Karkerasaid.

Ebitda, ameasure of profita-
bility, stands for
earnings before

India is exploring

Low-price boost

Steel accounts for about a third of the material

cost for carmakers

Year-on-year change (in %), Q3FY25 [ Revenue

7 18.3

15,

Hyundai

Maruti 13

Suzuki

Ebitda margin (in %)

Maruti Suzuki
Hyundai

Tata Motors
M&M

Ashok Leyland

ing director Anish Shah told
reporters earlier this month.
“Our sense is that the govern-
mentwilllook at theimpacton
all user industries and ensure
that the specific problem
around dumpingisaddressed.
But (that) shouldn’t really
translate into higher prices that
impact all industries,” Shah
said. “Because that will essen-
tially take inflation up and take
away some of the
good work that

interest, tax, thelevyofa has been done in
depreciation and safeguard duty on terms of demand
amortization. ; stimulus.”
steel imports

India is explor- P . M&M'’s indus-
. after complaints . .
ing the levy of a £ d ti try-leading 15.5%
safeguard duty on rom domestic standalone Ebitda
steel imports after steelmakers marginduringthe

complaints from

domestic steel-

makers about dumping by
overseas firms. If such adutyis
levied, local prices will rise,
eroding input cost gains for
automakers.

The Centre must take a bal-
anced view of the impact of a
safeguard duty on steel-con-
suming industries, Mahindra
and Mahindra (M&M) manag-

December quar-
ter was 1.3 per-
centage points above the previ-
ous year’s. It attributed this to
the higher demand forits cars,
a price hike it took on select
modelsat the start of the quar-
ter, lower discounts, and
benign steel prices.
The impact of cheaper
inputs was much stronger for
Tata Motors, whose standalone

Tata Motors

Material expense

20.3
14.3
s
S Ashok
Leyland

-19.5

WQ3FY24 W Q3FY25

| 1 | |
10 12 14 16
Source: Company filings
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Ebitdamarginrosel.2 percent-
age points to 11.8% despite its
revenues falling 9%. Its mate-
rial cost during the quarter fell
by almost a fifth year-on-year.
At Ashok Leyland, Ebitda
margin improved by 0.8 per-
centage points to 12.8% after a
3% fall in material cost.
“There has been a substan-
tial reduction in material costs,
which has happened predomi-
nantly because of the softening
of the steel prices. That has
really helped usto postabetter
margin,” K.M. Balaji, chief
financial officer, Ashok Ley-
land told Mintlast week.
When asked about how
Ashok Leyland will counteran
increase in steel prices, execu-
tive chairman Dheeraj Hinduja
said the company was explor-
ing other avenues to cut costs
and improve efficiency.
“I'would say that naturally, it
hasanimpact,and we’ll have to
deal with that impact, but we
will have to find ways to over-
come any steel price increases
aswell,” he said.
For an extended version of
this story, go to livemint.com
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In 2023, Maharashtra sought to restrict online games. AP

Govt plans single
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Big paydays for top talent,
overall hikes may moderate

Top performers in I'T product, consumer and lifesciences firms projected to get highest raise

DevinaSengupta
devina.sengupta@livemint.com
MUMBAI

Salary trends

For some sectors, a generous hike is critical to retain their best even as attrition slows on the back of a lethargic job market.

B Actual, 2024 ] Projected, 2025

Hike in salary (in %)

central law on

op performersare likely tobe
handsomely rewarded—in
some cases getting raises
double that of their peers—in
an appraisal season that will

2

online gaming

FROM PAGE 1

years of regulatory uncer-
tainty. Larger investments
would add a further fillip to
the larger entities, thereby
helping create big online
gaming corporations in one of
India’s key sunrise sectors,”
the executive added.

Online gaming companies
generated revenue of $2.4:bil-
lion in FY24, the annual
report on online gaming by
Google and venture capital
firm Lumikai

matter.

Roland Landers, chief exec-
utive of industry body All India
Gaming Federation (AIGF),
said the fragmented regula-
tions have “significantly
slowed” the inflow of foreign
investments into the sector.
“With the support of initiatives
like the AVGC mission, we are
seeing renewed interest from
investors. But, to sustain this
momentum, a progressive,
centralized regulatory frame-
work is essential,” he added.

The National

showed. Out of Online gaming AVGC-XR Mis-
this, $1.7 billion  firms generated  sion is a govern-
came fr om arevenue of ment OfIndia ini-
Sporta Technol- $2.4bnin FY24, tiative to promote
ogies (which as per the annual the Animation,
operates Visual Effects,
Dreamll), Gam- report by G_oqgle Gaming, and
eskraft Technol- and Lumikai Comics (AVGC)
ogies and Play sector.

Games24X7, the

three biggest online gaming
companies by revenue, cor-
porate affairs ministry data
showed.

The latest attempt to regu-
late online gamingisa contin-
uation of previous efforts start-
ing 2022, when Meity was
appointed as the nodal minis-
try for the sector. Later, the
home ministry formed a group
of ministers to examine the

To be sure, in
January 2023, Meity had pro-
posed a self-regulatory body
(SRB) structure to certify per-
mitted online real-money
games in the country, hoping
this would ease taxation, and
shut out apps that are not per-
mitted to operate. However,
the model has not taken off, as
senior officials were not con-
vinced about the impartiality of
these proposed bodies.

see overall increment lower than last
year’s, according to areport by consult-

ing firm Aon.

“Top performersin IT product firms 6
are expected to get a 1.9x hike versus
1.73x that differentiated him/her from
his/her peers in 2024,” said Roopank
Chaudhary, partner for human capital 3
solutionsat Aon, adding that key talent
in consumer and life sciences will get
1.76x and 1.67x raise, respectively.

“The consumer sectoris expected to 0
see one of the lowest hikesin fouryears

Overall India

at 9.1%. But its top talent is always in
demand from other sectorslike e-com-

merce, technology and life sciences,”

Engineering

pointed out Chaudhary, explaining the

performance differential.

The consulting firm estimates that

salaries across industries will rise by
9.2% in 2025, a marginal decline from
the actual 9.3% hike rolled out on an
averagein 2024. Aon pegsit on “global
uncertainty and softening growth”.
Interestingly, the firm had projected

9.5% hike for the year gone by.

Another estimate, from Mercer’s

Annual Total Remuneration Sur-

vey, predicts 9.4% overall salary
increase across industries in India
for 2025 versus estimate of 10% last

year.

For some sectors, agenerous hike

industries will rise
by 9.2% in 2025

design services

the 2024 numbers. Slowing corporate
earnings, which haveled to constrained
budgets, as well as sluggish economic
growth have pushed firms to become
even more tightfisted than last time.
“Thisindicatesatrend of declining sal-

uncertainty and
softening growth’

Automotive/ Retail Real estate/ E-commerce Technology
vehicle Infrastructure consulting
manufacturing and services
Non-Banking Global Capability Professional Banking

Financial Companies Centres services

Source: Aon's Annual Salary Increase and Turnover Survey 2024-25 India
SATISH KUMAR/MINT

industries, highlighted that salary incre-
ments are also projected to vary across
industries.

Engineering design services (10.2%)
and auto/vehicle manufacturing (10.2%)
are budgeting for the highest salary

expected to give 9.5% this year. Banking
employees may be in for a disappoint-
ment as well since estimated hike is 8.8%
versusareal one 0f9.1% in 2024.

The study also reveals that overall
attritionratesdeclined to17.7%in 2024
from a high of 18.7% in 2023 and
21.4%in 2022, indicating the availa-
bility ofalargertalent pool post the

THE consulting AON pegs the ENGINEERI/NG BUT professional Great Resignation. The years 2021
firm estimates that salary growth design, auto/vehicle  services, which _
salaries across on ‘global manufacturing are rolled out a hike of and2022saw corporatesguzzletal

entright after muted growth during
the pandemic. Employees held mul-
tiple job offers, and that period is

budgeting for the

8.9% in 2024, is likely
highest increases

to give 9.5% this year

iscritical toretain theirbest even as

attrition slows on the back of alethargic
job market. This is good news for top
performers as their employers will

stretch to retain them.

Mint in its 7 February edition had
written how pay hikes would fall below

Aonnoted.

called the Great Resignation.

ary increments since 2022 when com-
panies provided 10.6% salary increases
influenced by the Great Resignation,”

Aon, which studied the data from
more than 1,400 companies across 45

increases followed by nonbanking
financial companies (10%), retail (9.8%),
global capability centres (9.7%) and life
sciences (9.5%).

But professional services, which
rolled out a hike of 8.9% in 2024, is

The financial servicessector, where a
major chunk of one’s compensation is
linked to variable pay received, also pla-

cated its key employees well in 2024.

Aon’s Chaudhary said top talent took
home a payout of 1.83x of their peers.

Trump tarifis could hit pharma exports Indiawon't get a Trump tarift
waiver; Goldman sees GDP hit

FROM PAGE 1

manufactured by Big Pharma
companies, which are mostly
US- or Europe-based, and are
crucial for people who cannot
afford the expensive patented
variety.

Plus, there is recognition
that if 25% tariff is uniformly
levied, it might harm other
countries more than India
since the latter has lower-cost
manufacturing. “There is a
level playing field when the tar-
iffs are imposed across all the
countries. So, the advantage
will remain,” Akolkar said.

Industry experts are also
hopeful that the recent warmth
in India-US ties would help
India’s case. The US has histori-
cally been one of the most sig-
nificant markets for Indian
generics drugmakers. Over
45% of generics and 15% of bio-
similars by volume in the US
originate from India, given the
country’s low-cost manufac-
turing that ensures affordabil-
ity. (Biosimilars are similar but
notidentical copies of original
biologic medicines, which are
already FDA-approved.)

Should tariffs be imposed,
Indian companies are expected
to pass on the cost to the con-
sumers, asindicated by India’s

Indian manufacturers are banking on their facilities in the US to

mitigate the impact.

largest drugmaker Sun
Pharma’s managing director
Dilip Shanghvi recently at a
mediasummit. He also said he
was hopeful that generic prod-
ucts would be
spared. “I'm not

India supplies

MINT

dle forthemin terms of [avoid-
ing] the tariffs,” Akolkar said. It
would also be unviable for
companies to move a larger
chunk of productionto the US,
as this would sig-
nificantly impact

seeing a signifi- over 45% of US profitability.

cant negative generics and Meanwhile,
impact of the tar- 15% of biosimilars, ndian manufac-
iff on the indus- driven " turersarebanking
try...the competi- ontheirfacilitiesin
tive advantage by low-cost the US to mitigate

that we have as a
country is long
term,” he said.
While leading Indian export-
ers do have a manufacturing
presence in the US, it is too
small to have any significant
impact. “It may not move anee-

manufacturing

the impact, with
many addressing
this in earnings
callsin the past few weeks even
before Trump’s statement came
through.

“The last three years, we
have been setting up facilities

in the US,” Cipla managing
directorand global chiefexecu-
tive officer (CEO) Umang
Vohrasaid. “There will come a
time when we begin to under-
stand the economics of ship-
ping straight from India and
having potential duties or
whatever and the freight with
it, linking up with what the cost
of manufacturing and supply-
ing from the USis. So, in some
ways our model is de-risked to
alarge extent for our portfolio.”

Like Sun Pharma’s
Shanghvi, Vinita Gupta, CEO of
Lupin, is also hopeful that
generic drugs would be
exempted from the tariff. “Ifit’s
otherwise, we'll be looking at
other ways and means of miti-
gating the impact with acombi-
nation of manufacturing in the
USaswellaswhereverpossible,
from a cost perspective and
otherwise,” Gupta told inves-
torsina call last week.

“There’s nothing that we
believe is going tobe a challenge
forus,” Swami Iyer, CEO, North
Americaof Aurobindo Pharma,
said in the company’s Q3 earn-
ingscall. “Wewould continue to
import from India and competi-
tors would be in the same state
aswearein,” he said.

Foran extendedversion gf the
story, go to livemint.com.

FROM PAGE 1

would impose the same level of
tariffs on Indian imports as
India does on American goods.

According to Goldman
Sachs Economics Research,
reciprocal tariffs may hurt
India’s GDP by 0.1-0.3%, based
onvarying US tariff hikes and
demand elasticity for Indian
exports. While India’s trade
surplus with the US doubled
over the last decade to $35 bil-
lion in FY24 (or about 1% of
GDP), the proposed tariff plan
could pose new challenges for
Indian exports, it said in a
report.

“However, in case of global
tariffs on all countries from the
US, India’s domestic activity
exposure to US final demand
would be roughly twice as high
(about 4.0% of GDP) given
exposure to the US via exports
to other countries, and would
likely result in a potential
domestic GDP growth impact
of 0.1-0.6pp,” said the report,
titled India: Dealing with
Potential Reciprocal Tariffs.

Under President Trump’s
reciprocal tariff plan, India
could face three potential

India's trade surplus with US
doubled to $35bnin FY24. arp

impacts: a simple across-the-
board tariff increase of about
6.5pp (percentage points) on
all US imports from India, a
more complex product-spe-
cific tariff match potentially
raising the differential to
about 11.5pp, or the most com-
plicated scenario involving
non-tariff barriers, which
couldresultin even higher tar-
iffs, the research unit said.
“Nobody can argue with
me,” President Trump said in
the television interview. “If I
said 25%, they’d say, ‘Oh, that’s
terrible.’ I don’t say that any-
more...because I say, “‘What-
ever they charge, we’ll

charge.”

Mintreported on 15 Febru-
ary that India plans to counter
Trump’sreciprocal tariffs plan
with data to show that most
imports from the US into India
have duties less than 10%.

Goldman Sachs Economics
Research said reports on
Trump’s meeting with Modi
highlight four key aspects of
the US-India relationship.
These include a planned trade
deal aiming to boost bilateral
trade to $500 billion by 2030,
the deportation of over 220
unauthorized Indian immi-
grants in February, India’s
growing defence imports from
the US, and a trade agreement
for increased US energy
exports to India.

“Our estimates only include
the directimpact of an increase
in US average effective tariff
rates on Indian imports (lower
exports from India to the US),”
the report said. It added that
additional tariff impacts
include real income effects if
Indiaretaliates with higher tar-
iffs and reduced business
investment due to trade policy
uncertainty.

rhik.kundu@livemint.com

HSBC expects revamp to cost S1.8 billion over two years

Bloomberg

feedback@livemint.com
SBC Holdings Plc will
H incur $1.8 billion in
charges over the next
two years as it embarks on a
global restructuring program
that hasseen the lender shutter
some of itsbusinesses and slash

management ranks.
Europe’slargest bank, which
has been deepening its push
into Asiaand some Middle East
markets, said it hopes the
restructuring will allow it to
whittle away $3 billion in
expenses in the coming years.
About half of that would then
be reinvested into priority
growth areas, according to its
full-year earnings presentation

Wednesday.

“Since becoming CEO, I
have focused on simplifying
how we operate,” chief execu-
tive officer (CEO) Georges
Elhedery said in astatement in
which he also detailed a $2 bil-
lion share buyback. “We are
creating a simple, more agile,
focused bankbuilt on our core
strengths.”

The lender’s shares, which
have surged 15.4% so far this
year,were up 0.2%in early aft-
ernoon Hong Kong trading.
Analysts at Jefferies Financial
Group Inc. said “some investors
would have hoped for a better
than $2 billion share buyback.”

With Elhedery at the helm
for roughly six months, HSBC
has witnessed one of the big-

gest upheavals in more than a
decade. He wound down some
of the lender’s investment
banking operationsin Europe,
the UK and Americasinabid to
focus on areas where it could
“best serve” its corporate and
institutional clients.

The broad moves have also
seen a slew of top executives
heading for the exit. The bank
said Wednesday that its “sever-
ance and other up-front costs”
will be spread through this year
and next. The lenderisfocused
on “opportunities where we
have a clear competitive advan-
tage,” the lender said.

Last month, HSBC
announced it would no longer
provide equity underwriting
and advisory services outside of

The bank forecast that its full-year expenses are expected to rise

about 3% in 2025.

its core operations in Asia and
the Middle East. Those select-
ive investment banking busi-
nesses have annual costs of
approximately $300 million

REUTERS

and are not “materially profita-
ble,” according to HSBC pre-
sentation slides.

The company also noted its
made progress on efforts to exit

German private banking and
French life insurance.
“Coststaken from non-stra-
tegicactivities will be invested
in priority growth
areas,” HSBC said

STRATEGY
SHIFT

Days after taking over from
Noel Quinn as CEO, Elhedery
told a town-hall meeting in
Hong Kong that he would be
focused on keeping
a lid on costs. Six

inthe presentation. weeks later, he
The bank forecast unveiled the
that its full-year EUROPE'S largest revamp that also
expenses  are gggggﬁ%g?&npu sh involved creating a
expected to rise inioAsiaandsome ~ new global com-
about3%in2025.  Middle East markets ~ mercial and institu-
BloombergNews tional banking unit
reported in HSBChopesthe through the combi-
December that |oonoctanng will nation of two of the
. let it whittle away
HSBCwasexamin-  $3bnin expenses lender’s largest
ing plans to cut inthecomingyears  divisions, while
costs by at least $3 splitting Hong
billion. Discussions Kongand the UK as
over the scale of the cuts have | standalone businesses.
been going on for monthsat the Further = management

top level.

changes have followed, includ-

LIVEMINT.COM

Ole Matthiessen, global head
of cash management,
Deutsche Bank.

‘Corporate
executives
wary of
regulatory
changes’

Shayan Ghosh
shayan.g@livemint.com
MUMBAI

C orner-office executives

across the world are
wary of regulatory
changes sparked by fresh tariff
barriers, complicating invest-
ment decisions and adding to
business uncertainties, said Ole
Matthiessen, global head of
cash management and head of
corporate bank for Asia-Pacific,
Middle East and Africaat Deut-
sche Bank.

“Tariffs add uncertainty,
forcing clients to rethink sup-
ply chains and investments.
Regulatory changes are among
the top concerns for CEOsand
CFOs,and we help clients navi-
gate these challenges to main-
tain resilience and profitabil-
ity,” Matthiessen said in an
interview.

In Deutsche Bank since
2008, Ole took the currentrole
asglobal head of cash manage-
mentin 2019.1n 2022, he took
on the additional responsibility
as the head of corporate bank
for the Asia-Pacific or APAC
region. Thereafter, since Janu-
ary 2024, heisalsoresponsible
for the corporate bankin Mid-
dle East and Africa.

“I oversee Deutsche Bank's
global cash management busi-
ness, and regularly spend time
in Europe, Asia, and the US.
Within my responsibility for
the overall corporate bank
activities for Asia, Middle East
and Africa and the associated
travel, I visit both India and
Chinaup to four times a year,”
said Matthiessen.

Globally, the German bank
has four main business divi-
sions. These are corporate
bank, investment bank, private
bank and asset management. In
calendar year 2023, pre-tax
profit of the corporate bank
division at Euro 2.9 billion
(about $3.1 billion) accounted
for over half of the total profit
before tax of the bank.

US President Donald Trump
came to power vowing to cor-
rect trade imbalances by
imposing higher tariffs. Since
taking office in January, Trump
has already imposed tariffs on
Chinese goods cominginto the
United States, but has paused a
25% duty on Mexico, and
Canadaforamonth, evenashe
plansto enforce reciprocal tar-
iffson other nations.

Trump’s plans forreciprocal
tariffswould involve taxing for-
eign goods at the same rates
other countries levy on US
products.

Foran extendedversion of the
story, gotolivemint.com.

ing the December announce-
ment of the departure of Anna-
bel Spring, global head of pri-
vate banking. Other senior
managers have been forced to
reapply for their jobs. “The pro-
cess has been measured,
thoughtful and fair,” Elhedery
said at the time.

The CEO has also set in
motion plans for further asset
sales and business closures,
including a strategic review of
thebank’s Maltese operations,
sale of its South Africa corpo-
rate banking unit, aswell asthe
closing of HSBC’s Zing pay-
ments app. Last month, the
bank said it would stop provid-
ing M&A and equity underwrit-
ingservicesin New York, Lon-
don, and continental Europe.
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MP: The Next Global Investment Powerhouse
Unleashing Unprecedented Growth with Investor-First Policies

WHY

World-Class
Infrastructure
Robust road,
rail, and air
connectivity

Sectoral

Incentives
Exclusive benefits
for industries, clean
energy, and tourism

Investor-First
Approach
Fast-track
approvals &
zero red tape

Strategic

Location

Gateway to India’s
largest consumer
markets

Thriving
Workforce
Skilled labour
and industry-
ready talent

INVESTMENT-
FRIENDLY POLICIES

MADHYA PRADESH?

adhya
Pradesh, In-
dia’s rising
economic
star, is revo-
lutionizing
the investment landscape
with bold policies, cutting-
edge infrastructure, and
an investor-friendly eco-
system. Whether it’s green
energy, industrial expan-
sion, urban development,
or tourism, Madhya
Pradesh is paving the way
for a sustainable and prof-
itable future.

With GIS 2025 (Global
Investors Summit 2025) as
the launchpad, the govern-
ment is extending unprec-
edented incentives to at-
tract global investors,
industrial giants, and en-
trepreneurs to set up in
India’s heartland.

= 100% Stamp Duty Exemption

® |ncentives for EV & Renewable Energy Investments

= Fastest approval process in India (60 days for permits)

A CONNECTIVITY HUB
= 6 International Airports

= 5 Lakh km of road network

= Seamless Expressway Network

ECONOMIC IMPACT

= USD 20 Billion Investment Pipeline
= 500,000+ Jobs to be Created

= GDP Growth: Among India’s Top 5

Tourism 2.0: A Billion-Dollar
Opportunity

India’s First Fully Integrated City Gas Distribution
Green Energy Hub Policy 2025

Fast-Tracking Growth with
Pro-Industry Policies

Why Global Investors
are Choosing
Madhya Pradesh

A Leap Towards Carbon-Neutral Industries.

Madhya Pradesh is transforming into India’s

green energy hub with an ambitious Pumped

Hydro Storage Policy (PSP) 2025. With a

12,000 MW energy storage roadmap, the state  Industries in Madhya Pradesh will benefit
offers 24x7 renewable energy, making it the from affordable and uninterrupted natural
ideal location for industries transitioning to gas supply, thanks to the CGD Policy 2025,
net-zero emissions. promoting clean energy adoption.

With a land bank of over 100,000 acres and
special sectoral parks, Madhya Pradesh is
India’s next big manufacturing hub.

The Tourism Policy 2025 aims to triple
tourism investment by 2030, making Madhya
Pradesh the preferred luxury and adventure

1. RENEWABLE ENERGY & GREEN tourism destination.

= Auto & EV manufacturing

HYDROGEN = 50% exemption on transmission charges = Subsidized PNG supply for manufacturing = Up to %90 Crore (USD 11M) capital grant for .
= 50% exemption on transmission & wheeling - . o ) mega projects = Textiles & Apparel
charges for PSP Fast-tracked land allotment Special incentives for gas-powered = Food Processing

industrial clusters = Land at collector guide rate for 90 years

= Government-backed power purchase

= Single-window clearance for solar, wind, and hydro
agreements (PPAs)

projects

= Pharmaceuticals & Biotech

= Fast-track approvals (within 60 days) = Single-window clearance for tourism ventures

= | and allocation at concessional rates for renewable
energy parks

STRAP: INVESTOR-FIRST POLICIES | WORLD-CLASS INFRASTRUCTURE | FASTEST APPROVALS | UNMATCHED INCENTIVES

A Land of Infinite Opportunities, A

Investor-First
Policies

= 509% Rebate in development fees

2. ELECTRIC VEHICLES (EV) &
BATTERY MANUFACTURING

i.ml,gs);,?qré%l? al adhya Pradesh is trans-
promotion F forming into India’s most
e uture of Unstoonable Growth Gymamie mvestment i,

offering seamless approv-

= Subsidized power
tariff for EV
manufacturing units

als, tax exemptions, and a
thriving industrial ecosys-
tem. Whether you are
looking to expand in manufacturing,

STRATEGICALLY POSITIONED, GLOBALLY CONNECTED

= 50% subsidy on

fR&'[l)' ?_"d testing ositioned at global markets. From mega Madhya Pradesh is setting green energy, IT, or tourism, the state’s
actiities the heart of In- industrial parks to 12,000 MW new benchmarks in business business-first policies, strategic location,
= Up to 25% rebate dia, Madhya of green energy potential, excellence. and world-class infrastructure ensure

Madhya Pradesh is creatinga ™ Plug & Play Industrial Parks
future-ready investment = Unbeatable Tax & Investment
land Incentives

an .scape.. = Skilled Workforce, Ready for
With skilled talent, strong  Tomorrow

governance, and sustainable = Seamless Road, Rail, and Air

Pradesh is
emerging as a
global invest-
ment hotspot with business-
friendly policies, sectoral in-

limitless growth opportunities. With a
12,000 MW green energy roadmap, indus-
trial megaprojects, and a multi-billion-
dollar investment pipeline, Madhya
Pradesh is the gateway to India’s $5 tril-

in development fees

3. AUTOMOBILE & AUTO COMPONENTS

= Stamp duty exemption on land purchase

= 5009% subsidy on infrastructure development costs

= Custom incentives for hybrid & fuel-efficient vehicle
production

= 10-year interest subsidy for large automobile
manufacturers

= Plug-and-play industrial parks for auto clusters

4.INDUSTRIAL MANUFACTURING &
MSMEs

= Up to 50% assistance on green industrialisation

centives, and plug-and-play
industrial infrastructure.
The state offers 100%
stamp duty and SGST exemp-
tions, the fastest investment
approvals in India, and un-
paralleled connectivity with

5. APPAREL & TEXTILES

= 100% rebate on stamp duty

= 59% interest subsidy on plant and
machinery

= |nterest subsidy of up to 5% for MSMEs

= |nterest subsidy of 5% on term loan

= Special incentives for export-driven industries

= 25% assistance on apparell training
institute

= Custom package for
projects over 75 crore

development, this is the place
where businesses expand, in-
dustries thrive, and success
stories begin. From renewa-
ble energy to advanced man-
ufacturing, from smart logis-
tics to luxury tourism,

Connectivity

Your next big business suc-
cess starts here! Join us at
GIS 2025 and witness how
Madhya Pradesh is trans-
forming into India’s Invest-
ment Powerhouse.

6. AGRO & FOOD PROCESSING

= 50% subsidy on cold storage & food
processing infrastructure

= |nterest subsidy of 5% for food
processing units

= 3] per unit eletricity for organic farming
& exports

= Exemption from mandi tax for 5 years

= | and at concessional rates for food
parks

7. PHARMA & LIFE SCIENCES

= Stamp duty & registration fee
exemption for new pharma units

= 50% capital subsidy for setting up
R&D centers

= 1.3x original investment promotion
assistance

= Plug-and-play pharma zones with pre-
approved facilities

lion economy.
LARGE INVESTORS

= Custom-tailored packages for investments
above 500 crore (USD 60M)

= Additional incentives for strategic industries
= Fastest approvals in 60 days

8. TOURISM & HOSPITALITY

= Capital grant up to ¥90 crore (USD 11M)
for mega tourism projects

= 90-year land lease at collector guide rates

= Special incentives for eco-tourism,
wellness resorts, and heritage hotels

= Tax rebates for international hotel
chains investing in MP
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Innerwear exports fall
on dearer China inputs

Rise in prices of inputs has raised concerns about reliance on China

Dhirendra Kumar

dhirendra.kumar@livemint.com
NEW DELHI

ndia’s dependence on Chinese raw
materials for garment manufacturing,
particularly in the innerwear segment, is
hurting the domesticindustry. As prices
ofkey inputs have surged, exportsin this
category have sharply declined over the past
threeyears (FY22-FY24), raising concerns
about the long-term impact of reliance on
China, two people aware of the matter said.
Therise in raw material costsby 20% to
30% for cotton yarn, spandex, synthetic
fibres and elastics, many of which are
sourced from China, is a major reason for
the decline in exports of innerwear, said the
first of the two persons cited earlier, both of
whom spoke on condition of anonymity.
Thisinput cost surgeislargely due to the
ongoingsupply chain disruptions, increas-
ing global demand, and fluctuating energy
pricesin China, the second person said.
According to export data, there have
been sharp declinesin key innerwear cate-
gories. While men’s and boys’ innerwear
exports, including underpants, briefs and
pyjamas, fell by 24% from $720.86 million
inFY22t0$548.28 million in FY24, exports
of singlets and vests also recorded amodest
drop, as per commerce ministry data,
exclusively accessed by Mint.
As per the data, the

women’sand girls’ innerwear EXPORT WOES

LEADING innerwear
manufacturer Rupa's
exports fell 42.38%
from¥41 1 crin FY23
to¥2369crinFY24

category faced similar hurdles,
with exports of slips and night-
dresses decreasing from
$627.74 million in FY22 to
$499.86 million in FY24,
reflecting a fall 0f20.37%.

MEN'S and boys'
innerwear exports
fell 24% to $548.28
mnin FY24 from
$720.86 mnin FY22

India's dependence on China for garment
manufacturing is hurting local industry. arp

The Men's Underwear Index (MUI), a
conceptintroduced by former US Federal
Reserve chairman Alan Greenspan, sug-
geststhat increased sales of innerwear can
indicate arecovery in consumer spending.

In the case of India, the Men's Under-
wear Index is relevant to the dip in inner-
wear exports because it reflects consumer

WOMEN'S and girls'
innerwear exports
fell 20.37% from
$627.74 mn in FY22 to
$499.86 mnin FY24

Costly raw materials

Rise in prices of raw materials, largely
China sourced for manufacturing
innerwear, has led to a fall in exports.
@ Men's/Boys' innerwear

[CJ Women's/Girls' innerwear

(@ Support garments

800
India’s exports (in $ million)

FY22 Fy23 FY24

Source: Ministry of Commerce & Industry

SATISH KUMAR/MINT

The support garments segment saw the
sharpest decline, with exports of bras, cor-
sets, and suspenders dropping by 35.30%,
from $95.14 million in FY22 to $61.56 mil-
lion in FY24, the data showed.

“The industryisundergoing asignificant
transformation, with rising demand for
affordable, high-quality productsin South-
east Asiaand the Middle East,
further enhancing India's
export potential. Consumers
are increasingly prioritizing
comfort, sustainability and
innovation, shaping the future
of innerwear,” said Ramesh
Agarwal, director of Rupaand

Queries emailed to spokes-
persons of ministries of commerce and tex-
tilesaswell as the Chinese embassy in New
Delhiremained unanswered till press time.

Asperdataprovided by one of the coun-
try’s leading innerwear manufacturers,
Rupa, the company’s exports dipped by
42.38% inrupee terms, from 3411 crore in
FY23t0323.69 crore in FY24.

demand trends, which are closely tied to
production cycles.

"A decline in exports of innerwear sig-
nalsbroader economicstress, supporting
the MUT'sidea that lower sales of essential
goodsindicate pressure on the economy,"
said Abhash Kumar, assistant professor of
economics at the University of Delhi.

Co.Ltd.

Accordingtoareportby fashion research
platform Images Business of Fashion,
India’s innerwear market is projected to
grow atacompounded annual growthrate
0f10% between 2024-and 2029, expanding
from 366,703 crore toX1.07 trillion.

Foran extendedversion of this story, goto
livemint.com.
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Bharti Airtel Limited
CIN: L74899HR1995PLC095967
Regd. Office: Airtel Center, Plot No. 16, Udyog Vihar,
Phase - IV, Gurugram -122015
Corp. Office: Bharti Crescent 1, Nelson Mandela Road, Vasant Kunj,
Phase Il, New Delhi 110070
Tel: +91 124 4222222 Fax: +91 124 4248063
Email id: compliance.officer@bharti.in Website: www.airtel.in

Notice
Transfer of equity shares of Bharti Airtel Limited ("Comp

%

airtel

bhartr

to Investor Education and Protection Fund ("IEPF")

This Notice is published pursuant to the provisions of the Companies
Act, 2013 ("Act") read with Investor Education and Protection Fund
Authority (Accounting, Audit, Transfer and Refund) Rules, 2016
("Rules"). The Act and the Rules amongst other matters, provide for the
compulsory transfer of equity shares in respect of which dividend
remains unpaid/ unclaimed for a period of seven consecutive years or
more, to Investor Education and Protection Fund (IEPF).

Adhering to the aforesaid requirements, the Company has individually
communicated to such shareholders whose dividends remain unpaid/
unclaimed for seven consecutive years commencing from the financial
year 2017-18, requesting them to claim the same by March 10, 2025,
by following the procedure laid down in the correspondences sent to
them. In absence of the receipt of a valid claim by the shareholders
within the mentioned time frame, the Company will transfer the said
shares to IEPF authority in accordance with the Rules.

The concerned shareholders holding shares in physical form and
whose shares are liable to be transferred to IEPF may please note that
the Company would be issuing new share certificate(s) in lieu of the
original certificate(s) held by them for the purpose of conversion of
such shares into DEMAT form and their subsequent transfer to IEPF.
Upon such issue, the original share certificate(s) which are registered
in their name will stand automatically cancelled and be deemed non-
negotiable. In case of shareholders holding shares in DEMAT form, the
transfer of shares to DEMAT account of the IEPF Authority as indicated
herein above shall be effected by the Company through the respective
depositories by way of corporate action. The shareholders may note
that the Company has uploaded the updated list of such shareholders
alongwith Folio No./DPID and Client ID whose shares are liable to be
transferred to IEPF, on its website viz. www.airtel.in. The
shareholders may further note that the details uploaded by the
Company on its website is treated as notice in respect of issue of the
duplicate share certificate(s) by the Company for the purpose of
transfer of shares to IEPF Authority pursuant to the Rules.

Any further dividend/benefit, if any, in respect of shares so transferred
shall also be credited to IEPF and the voting rights on such shares shall
remain frozen till the rightful owner claims the shares. No claim shall lie
against the Company in respect of the dividend and the shares
transferred to IEPF. On transfer of the dividend and shares to IEPF, the
shareholders may claim the same by making an application to IEPF by
following the procedure prescribed in the Rules.

In view of the above, the concerned shareholders are once again
requested to claim their unclaimed dividends immediately on receipt of
this Notice, on or before March 10, 2025 by submitting written
application along with a self-attested copy of PAN card, copy of
cancelled cheque, self-attested copy of address proof and the original
uncashed dividend warrant (if any) or a duly filed indemnity bond
(available on the website of RTA) failing which the Company shall, in
adherence to the requirements of the Act and the Rules, transfer the
shares to IEPF on which dividend remains unpaid/ unclaimed for seven
consecutive years in accordance with applicable provisions without
any further notice.

In case the shareholders have any queries, they may contact
Company's Registrar and Share Transfer Agent, KFin Technologies
Limited, at their address Selenium Building, Tower B, Plot 31-32,
Gachibowli, Financial District, Nanakramguda, Hyderabad - 500032;
Toll Free No.: 1800-3454-001; Email id: einward.ris@kfintech.com.
Website: www.kfintech.com. L L.
For Bharti Airtel Limited

Sd/-

Rohit Krishan Puri

Joint Company Secretary &
Compliance Officer

Place : New Delhi
Date : February 19, 2025
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Bollywood faces challenge from South

Latajha
lata.j@htlive.com
NEW DELHI

he phenomenal pan-In-
T dia success of movies

such as Baahubali,RRR,
KGF and Rantara appear to
have emboldened southern
producers to now consider
releasing their films on major
festivals such as Diwali and Eid
as well as long weekends,
which have typically been the
preserve of Bollywood flicks.

Theirrising popularity in the
Hindi belt means southern
films are threatening Bolly-
wood in its own backyard.

In April, for instance, Kan-
nadastar Yash, best known for
the KGF franchise, will release
anewfilm called Towic that will
compete not just with another
southern film, The Raja Saab
starring Prabhas, but also Bol-
lywood's Sunny Deol-starrer
Jaat and Rajkummar Rao’s
comedy drama Bhool Chuk
Maaf;, all of which will arrive to
cashin-andclash -onahost of
holidays.

Meanwhile, the Gandhi Jay-
anti weekend in October will
see the Kantara: A Legend

In April, Kannada film Toxic will be competing with Sunny Deol-
starrer Jaat and Rajkummar Rao's Bhool Chuk Maaf.

Chapter1,aprequel to the 2022
sleeper hit, joust with Varun
Dhawan’snew film Hai Jawani
Toh Ishq Hona Hai. Theatre
owners say that southern film-
makers are ready to take these
Hindi movies head on, and
while the problem of plenty is
good, not enough screens may
be available if multiple titles
seek to target same audiences.

Further, in June, Kamal
Haasan’s new film Thug Life
will collide with Akshay
Kumar’s ensemble comedy
Housefull 5, though not over a
holiday weekend.

“Southern filmmakers are
certainly buoyed by the success
of their films across India and
have consciously decided to
reach out towider audiencesby
looking at release dates typi-
cally meant for Hindi movies.
Bollywood, too, has realised it
must brace for competition, not
just from other Hindli titles, but
southern films too, like it has
dealt with Hollywood so far,”
Rahul Puri, managing director,
Mukta Artsand Mukta A2 Cine-
mas, said.

The past theatrical success of
pan-India southern films shows

inroads into the Hindi belt are
possible, and their prospects
brighten further when top
A-listers such as Shah Rukh
Khan or Salman Khan Bolly-
wood are missing from the Bol-
lywood line-up. “That there
isn’t that much ofan opposition
givesthe southern filmmakers
a sense of confidence. If both
films generate equal demand
and buzz, exhibitors will cer-
tainly be squeezed. But the
otherway to look at thisis that
more bigand interesting films
will bring people to theatresin
larger numbers,” Puri added.

RRR collected X916 crore in
pan-India box office, while
KGF: Chapter 2 made 31,005
crore.

To be sure, audiences have
started looking at southern lan-
guage films as the real theatri-
cal content, and Bollywood is
falling way behind in the per-
ception game, independent
exhibitor Vishek Chauhan said.
“Whensouthern filmsare see-
ing such resonance, why
wouldn’t the makers take a
chance against Hindi films by
arriving on the same date?”

For an extended version of
this story, go tolivemint.com.

Atlys flies into UR with Artionis acquisition

Siddhant Mishra
siddhant.mishra@livemint.com
MUMBAI

ﬁ tlys, adigital visa servi-

ces provider that is

backed by venture cap-

ital firms Peak XV Partnersand

Elevation Capital, hasentered

the UK market with an all-cash
acquisition of Artionis.

The company, whichraised
$20 million (about X167 crore)
in funding in September,
didn’t disclose the deal value.

However, a person familiar
with the transaction said that
the deal value wasallittle above
$1million.

Following the acquisition,

Atlys will onboard Artionis’
staffin the UK. The target com-
pany has40 employees operat-
ing across offices in London,
Manchester and Edinburgh.
Atlys plans to double its UK
headcount to 80 employees by
the end of the year.

“Expandingto the
UK represents more
than just market
growth; it’s about
creating a more equitable
travel ecosystem,” said Mohak
Nahta, founder and chief exec-
utive of Atlys.

Artionis holds exclusive
rights for processing UK-to-
Russia visas. The acquisition
will help Atlys reduce paper-

VCCIRCLE

work, provide more accurate
approval timelines, and cut
application time to under five
minutes. Atlys says it has pro-
cessed over 2 million visas
since 2021.

In 2024, Atlys expanded
into the UAE, catering to the
growing expatriate
population. Beyond
visa services, Atlys
aimsto evolve intoa
one-stop platform for global
travel services, branching out
into offerings such as e-SIMs,
forex, and travel insurance. It
plans to introduce curated
travel plansin the near future.

The startup was founded in
2021. That year, it raised $4.25

million in a seed funding
round led by Andreessen
Horowitz. Prior to that, it
secured $1 million in a pre-
seed funding round led by
South Park Commons.

Atlys raised $12 million in a
Series A round co-led by Ele-
vation Capital and Peak XV
Partners in September 2023.
Theround had seen participa-
tion from existing investors
Andreessen Horowitz, musical
duo Chainsmokers and South
Park Commons, among oth-
ers. EY was the advisor on the
latest transaction.

Peak XV and Elevation
co-led its Series B round last
year.

Nikola goes bankrupt, capping troubled EV maker’s long slide

Bloomberg
feedback@livemint.com

ikola Corp. filed for
N bankruptcy, culminat-

ing a long decline for
the onetime darling of the
electric-vehicle industry,
which grappled with weak
salesand cycled through chief
executive officers (CEOs) in
the wake of a fraud scandal.

The company is exploring a
sale of its assets after entering
Chapter 11 in Delaware on
Wednesday. In court docu-
ments, it listed total funded
debt and lease obligations of
$98 million.

The filing caps a struggle by
the maker of electric and
hydrogen-powered semi
trucks get a handle on dwin-
dling cash, slowsalesand a col-
lapsing stock price. Bloomberg
reported earlier this month
that Nikola was exploring a
possible bankruptcy filing as
the company acknowledged it
was “relentlessly working to
raise capital.”

Nikola’s shares plunged

CEO Steve Girsky had been leading a recent effort to raise money or find strategic alternatives.  ap

45% at 9:34 a.m. Wednesday in
New York. The stock had
already lost 97% of its value
over the past 12 months
through Tuesday.

The company hasbeenona
tumultuous journey since it
went publicin 2020 through a
deal with a special purpose
acquisition company, with its
stock surging inits early days.
Shortly after, Bloomberg News

reported that founder Trevor
Milton had overstated the
capability of Nikola’s debut
truck. Those allegations, cou-
pled with a subsequent short-
seller campaign targeting the
company, led to Milton’s
ouster and later conviction on
fraud charges.

In recent years, the com-
pany has endured cash-flow
issues, slow demand and exec-

utive turnover. Nikola also
recalled its battery-electric
trucks after battery fires in
2023 prompted it to tempora-
rily halt sales.

Nikola’s market value
peaked at $29 billion in the
daysafterit began trading, but
it had fallen to less than $100
million before the filing.

Nikolaisthe latest manufac-
turer to succumb to a punish-

ing environment for electric
vehicles (EVs), which are
struggling to maintain traction
due to high costs, spotty
charging infrastructure and
lukewarm customer interest.
Fisker Inc. filed for Chapter11
bankruptcy in June, while
Canoo Inc. announced a Chap-
ter 7 filing 17 January—both
companies, like Nikola, went
public viablank-checkreverse

Morgan Stanley analyst and
General Motors Co. executive,
had been leading a recent
effort to raise money or find
strategic alternatives, Bloom-
bergreported.

Nikola retained Houlihan
Lokey in October asitsinvest-
ment banker to conduct amar-
keting process for a potential
sale, following failed efforts by
other bankers it had hired,

mergers dur- including Goldman
ing a wave of  Nikola's market  Sachs.

suchlistingsin  value peaked at The truck maker
2020. The hasn’t selected a

Swedish bat-
tery maker
Northvolt AB
filed for bank-
ruptcy protec-
tion in the US
in November.

With its filing, Nikola is
seeking authorisation to pur-
sue an auction and sale pro-
cess, the company said in a
statement. The company said
it intends to meet obligations
to employees, and it has $47
million of cash on hand.

CEO Steve Girsky, aformer

$29 bn in the days
after it began
trading, but fell to
less than $100 mn
before the filing

stalking horse bid-
der. As of the peti-
tion date, Nikola
saidit’sinactive dis-
cussions with at
least three parties
interested in such
opportunity. At the same time,
ithaspivoted to evaluating the
sale of its separate business
segments “since a going con-
cern sale may not ultimately
prove viable.”

Some potential investors
walked away after having con-
versations.

Matters

See Why Industry Leaders
Trust Mint

(11

Mint offers insights and deeper nuances, not just data.
It has transformed personal finance and investing content
to be real, grounded, and authentic.

Kalpen Parekh
MD & CEO,
DSP Mutual Fund.

O O Mint App

59

@ www.livemint.com

® Mint Newspaper



LIVEMINT.COM

GLOBAL

Europe, Asia set for
$130 bn listing exodus

Allure of loftier valuations may drive firms to list in the US market

Bloomberg

feedback@livemint.com

uropean and Asian firms may

soon flood the US market with

new listings, as the allure of loft-

iervaluations and deeper liquid-

ity fuels an exodus from their
home markets.

From Swedish buy-now, pay-later giant
Klarna Group Plc to equipment rental firm
Ashtead Group Plc to Chinese bubble-tea
maker Sexy Tea, businesses based outside
the USwith a combined estimated value of
roughly $130 billion are working toward
New York listings, according to calcula-
tions based on sources including Bloom-
berg News reports, PitchBook data and
company disclosures.

The figure would add to last year’s
record number of cross-border listings in
the US. Higher valuations are a key part of
the allure. European and Asian stocks
trade at a roughly 35% discount to US
peers, according to data compiled by
Bloomberg.

Glencore Plc became the latest com-
pany to unveil potential interest inamove
on Wednesday. It would add another $50
billion to the total if it takes steps toward
moving its main listing to the US.

“A lot of companies understand that
right now the US is the deepest and most
liquid market,” said Seth
Rubin, head of global equity
capital markets at Stifel

Financial Corp. “It’s across EUROPE‘}(N and H(I)PEfs for a growth
; _Asianstocks tradeat  rally after Trump's
the board and across indus aroughly 35% election prompting

tries.”

Last year, the US attracted
101 initial public offerings
(IPO) by foreign firms, a 51%
jump from 2023, according to research by
consultancy EY. The dealsmade up more
than half of the US’s entire IPO count for
the year—a historic high—even if they
only contributed to about a fifth of the
proceeds. That’s excluding transactions
where capital wasn’t raised, such as Flut-
ter Entertainment Plc shifting its primary

discount to US
peers, shows data

Last year, the US attracted 101 initial public offerings by foreign firms, a 51% jump from

2023, according to research by consultancy EY

listing from London to New York.
Hopes for a growth rally spurred by
President Donald Trump’s pro-business
agendaare also encouraging some Euro-
pean and Asian companies to think about
a US float, JPMorgan Chase & Co.’s
co-head of global banking Filippo Gori
said in an interview with Bloomberg TV

many firms to think
about a US float

last month.

Much of the capital at risk of fleeing
comes from Europe. FTSE 100 constitu-
ent Ashtead Group has announced plans
to move its primary listing stateside, a
relocation that building materials firm
CRH Plc made in 2023.

Theregion hasalready lost out on sev-

GLENCORE is the
latest company to
unveil potential
interest in moving its
main listing to the US

AFP

eral IPOs in recent years. British chip-
maker Arm Holdings Plc chose to list in
the USin 2023, while Carlyle Group Inc.
has filed confidentially for a US IPO of
Dutch chemicals producer Nouryon,
Bloomberg News reported this month.

Swiss building solutions company Hol-
cim Ltd is spinning off its North American
unitwitha USlisting, withan
additional one planned in
Switzerland. Jan Jenisch, who
will helm the spinoff, said last
year that his valuation for the
US business was around $50
billion. The company had said
earlier that its US spinoff
couldbe valued at more than
$30 billion.

Elsewhere, Chinese companies have
remained interested in listing in the US
even after theill-fated IPO of ride-hailing
firm Didi Global Inc. in 2021, with 33 float-
inginthe US last year, as per EY’s count.

Chinese IPOs in the US raised $1.3 bil-
lionin 2024
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Courtreviews Mastercard’s settlement

Bloomberg
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astercard Inc. unfairly
M reduced a £10 billion
($12.6 billion) class
action case to a settlement of
just £200 million, according
to the firm that funded the
lawsuit.

The credit-card company
“skillfully maneuvered” claim-
ant Walter Merricks and his
lawyers by offering an inferior
settlement to end the case,
according to the litigation
funder Innsworth Advisors
Ltd. The lawsuit alleged Mas-
tercard charged consumers
and businesses too much to
use its cards.

“To the extent that Inns-
worth’s submissions make
poorly aimed pot-shots at the
negotiation process, they are
hopeless,” lawyers for Master-
card countered. “Innsworth’s
interests lie in maximizing its
commercial recovery even if
that entails a high-risk gam-
ble,” they said arguing the set-
tlement is fairand reasonable.

Thelegal drama followsthe
settlement in what was once
the country’s largest class

The lawsuit alleged that Mastercard had charged consumers and

businesses too much to use its cards.

action claim over the amount
Mastercard charged consum-
ers and businesses to use its
cards. Merricks’ lawyers have
since acknowledged that
“there was an overclaim” in his
suit. The case highlights the
tension facing courts in cases
meant to maximize returns for
consumersat a time when liti-
gation fundersare bettingon a
rise in class actions in the UK.

The outcome of the case will
likely set a precedent for how
judgesbalance fair compensa-
tion and returns for those who
foot the legal bill.

AFP

“The potential settlement
raises significant policy ques-
tions,” Innsworth’s spokesper-
son said. The intervention is
aimed at getting clarity on the
UK’s class action regime for
future cases and to ensure
scrutiny of the proposed set-
tlement, she said.

“It is notable that none of
the over 44-million class mem-
bers have objected,” Master-
card’s lawyers said in their
document. The company
declined to comment beyond
thelegal filing.

The £200 million settle-

ment is a “very significant
sum” out of which halfis tobe
paid to consumers, according
to lawyers for Merricks.

The funder incurred legal
bills worth around £45 million
and would double the invest-
ment in six years if it gets the
remaining £100 million, law-
yers for Merricks said. “Mr
Merricks cannot accept that
89.5% of the settlement sum
be paid to the funder as this
would not be in the best inter-
ests of the class,” his lawyers
said.

Merricks obtained a £10
million indemnity from Mas-
tercard to cover his expenses
to contest a legal case against
him started by Innsworth,
according to the documents.

A spokesperson for Mer-
ricks declined to comment.

Mastercard and itsrival Visa
Inc. have for years been the
focus of civil complaints over
the amount they charge con-
sumers and businesses to use
their cards. The case stems
from an EU ruling that the
interchange card fees the
company levied for transac-
tions were unfair and
breached competition law.

EU to boost protection of undersea cables

Bloomberg

feedback@livemint.com

he European Union will
T boost funding and sur-

veillance for thousands
of miles of undersea cables at
risk of sabotage, to better pro-
tectthebloc’s energy and digi-
tal security.

The European Commission,
the EU’s executive arm, will
channel hundreds of millions
of euros from existing budgets
and work with private and pub-
licinvestorstoroll out so-called
“smart cable” systems to func-
tion asan early warning system
for potential threats, according
to a draft document seen by

Bloomberg News.

“In the face of increased
security threats, the EU must
take swift and decisive action,”
the draft communication said.

aged or severed by passing
ships. Earlier thismonth, tech-
nology commissioner Henna
Virkkunen told Bloombergthat
there was an “urgent need for

“It will act to pro- action” to combat
tect the security of An additional agrowing threat.
critical maritime €540 mn will be Theinstitution
infrastructu.re. and invested under will alsg bogst
hold malicious the bloc’s cooperation w1t'h
actors accounta- . the North Atlantic
- Connecting .
ble. E Facilit Treaty Organiza-
In recent . “r°F?e_ aC_I ity tion and propose
months there INtO digital infra establishing a
havebeenanum- reserve fleet of
ber ofincidentsin ships to repair

the Baltic Sea where telecom-
munication and power cables
strung across the sea floor
between countries were dam-

damaged cables, according to
the document.

Subsea cables carry internet
and power connectionsacross

countries and continents and
their loss can disrupt digital
services, including web access
and payments, and force tele-
communications providers to
reroute traffic. More than 95%
of global data traffic goes
through subsea cables, accord-
ing to the International Cable
Protection Committee.

An additional €540 million
($563 million) will be invested
under the bloc’s Connecting
Europe Facility into digital
infrastructure, including
submarine cables, totalling
almost €1billion under the cur-
rent budget, the draft docu-
ment, which is still subject to
change, said.
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Donald Trump has long accused other nations of ripping off the
US and views import duties as a way to bring industries back. arp

Trump floats 25%
tariffs on US auto,
drug, chip imports

Bloomberg
feedback@livemint.com

S President Donald
l | Trump said he would

likely impose tariffson
automobile, semiconductor
and pharmaceutical imports of
around 25%, with an
announcement coming as
soon as 2 April in a move that
would represent a dramatic
widening of the president’s
trade war.

Trump has previously
announced 25% tariffs on steel
and aluminium that are set to
take effect in March. Tuesday’s
comments are his most
detailed yet in specifying other
sectors to be hit with fresh bar-
riers ifimplemented.

“I'probably will tell you that
on 2 April, but it’ll be in the
neighbourhood of 25%,”
Trump told reporters at his
Mar-a-Lago club when asked
about his plan for auto tariffs.

Asked about similar levies
on pharmaceutical drugs and
semiconductor

tothe US.

It’s also unclear whether
cars made under a free trade
agreement with Canada and
Mexico would be spared from
industry-specific  duties,
should they take effect.

Equitiesslipped across Asia
when markets opened on
Wednesday. While investors
have seen prior threats of lev-
ies as a bargaining tool, they
remain cautious amid the
uncertainty.

While there are scant details
about the latest tariff threat,
it’s clear that the targets in
Trump’s second trade war
have broadened beyond China
and will hit Asia in particular,
according to Alicia Garcia Her-
rero, chief economist for the
Asia Pacific region at Natixis
SA. “Inrelative terms, Trump
2.0 is clearly going to hit
everybody,” she said. “Who-
ever thought that the rest of
Asia outside of Chinamaybe a
winner in this trade war was
wrong.”

Globally, the

chips, the presi- Trump didn't countries most
dentsaid: “Itllbe  gpecify whether  exposed to the
25% and higher,  the measures will most recent
and it’ll go very e announcement
substantially ta"-'get speC|f|<|: include Mexico
higher over a nations or_app y and South Korea,
course of a year.” . to all vehicles where exports of
Trump said he imported to US passenger cars to
wanted to give the US are equal
companies “time to 2.4% and 1.8%

to come in” before announc-
ing new import taxes.

“When they come into the
United States and they have
their plant or factory here
thereis no tariff, so we want to
give them a little bit of a
chance,” he said.

New levies on automobiles
would have sweeping effects
ontheindustry. Theroughly 8
million passenger cars and
light trucks brought into the
US last year accounted for
about half of US vehicle sales.
European carmakers includ-
ing Volkswagen AG and Asian
companies including Hyundai
Motor Co.would be among the
most affected.

Trump didn’t specify
whether the measures would
target specific countries or
apply to all vehicles imported

of gross domestic product
respectively, according to
Bloomberg Economics. When
it comesto chips, Malaysia and
Singapore are among the most
exposed.

Malaysia is the sixth largest
exporter of semiconductors
and exported arecord RM601
billion ($136 billion) of semi-
conductorsin 2024. Trump’s
announcement came only
hours after Singapore Prime
Minister Lawrence Wong
announced plans to invest
about S$1 billion ($744.8 mil-
lion) for a new research and
development semiconductor
facility as part of his budget.

Representative at Samsung
Electronics Co. and Taiwan
Semiconductor Manufactur-
ing Co., Asia’s largest chip-
makers, declined to comment.
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European capitals clash over

Ukraine as Trump makes

overtures to Putin

Stunned by Trump’s outreach to Russia over Ukraine, European leaders are groping for common ground

Daniel Michaels & Laurence Norman
BRUSSELS

urope over recent years has
come together against the
Covid-19 pandemic and Rus-
sia’s invasion of Ukraine.
The European Union held
strong in the face of Britain’s exit.

But faced with its biggest crisis in
years—President Trump’s high-
speed effort to end the war in Ukraine
by negotiating directly with Russia—
Europe hasreverted to forminablur
ofinconclusive meetings and squab-
bling governments.

Just when the continent isurgently
seeking leadership, no leader has
emerged. Instead, looming national
elections are hindering decisions in
some of the EU’s biggest countries,
and diverging political poles are
impeding compromise.

Europe’s inability to step up was
laid bare by its absence from a meet-
ing Tuesday in Saudi Arabia between
U.S. and Russian diplomats, who
sketched out plans to negotiate over
Ukraine. Ukrainian President Volo-
dymyr Zelensky said any talks that
don’t include his country were
doomed.

Later, the EU’s foreign policy chief,
Kaja Kallas, and the foreign ministers
of Britain, Germany, France and Italy
spoke to Secretary of State Marco
Rubio about the talks.

“Russia will try to divide us. Let’s
not walkinto their traps,” Kallas said
on X, advocating cooperation with
the U.S. for “ajust and lasting peace—
on Ukraine’s terms.”

EU officials in Brussels met with
Trump’s Ukraine envoy, Keith Kel-
logg. Afterward, a senior European
official said Kellogg offered little
detail on what the U.S. wants to see
from the Europeans as part of a secu-
rity guarantee;

Kellogg didn’t say

what role Wash-

ington thought

European troops should play if they
were sent to Ukraine under a peace
plan.

The official said it remained
unclear how much weight Kellogg
would have in relaying European
views and concernsinto the negotia-
tions over the war’s outcome. Kellogg
isexpected to visit Ukraine this week.

The scene aday earlier, when Ger-
man Chancellor Olaf Scholz scorn-
fully left a meeting in Paris that
French President Emmanuel Macron
hastily had organized to plan a
response to Trump, echoed the worst
days of the euro crisis more than a
decade ago when EU governments
spent long nights bickering without
result.

Macronisscheduled to host Roma-

Despite French President Emmanuel Macron's efforts, European unity is now being tested by domestic politics. reuters

nia’s interim president Wednesday,
and they will hold a videoconference
with other European leaders who
didn’t attend Monday’s gathering, the
French president’s office said.
Despite Macron’s efforts, Euro-
pean unity is now being tested by
domestic politics. Even Scholz’s
more-hawkish opponent in elections
this Sunday, Friedrich Merz, isavoid-
ing commitment to more support for
Ukraine. “Germany will not and must
not become a party to the war,” he
said in an interview.
Inafurthersign ofthe continent’s
drift, the Paris meeting attendee who
is taking the bold-
est public stance
on Ukraine isn’t
from the EU. It is
British Prime Minister Keir Starmer,
whois scheduled to visit Trump next
week to discuss options and try to win
arole for Europe in peace talks.
Europe’s demonstrations of unity
over recent years surprised even its
own officials. When Britain in 2016
voted to quit the EU, many feared the
bloc would splinter, but it pulled
together. The Covid crisis began with
discord, as EU countries resurrected
borders within theirborderless free-
trade zone. Within months, though,
not only had the barriers fallen but
the EU reached an unprecedented
deal to jointly bankroll a recovery
fund.
And when Russian President Vlad-
imir Putin three years ago launched
his full-scale invasion of Ukraine, the

EU, Britain and other European allies

joined with the U.S. to support Kyiv
and punish Moscow.

Those achievements were accom-
plished through initiatives and con-
cessions from European leaders
including Macron, Germany’s then-
Chancellor Angela Merkel and Euro-
pean Commission President Ursula
von der Leyen, who stretched EU
authority to create policies for the
bloc on Covid and Russia’s aggres-
sion.

The current crisis is fundamentally
different and one that Europe, forall
its progress, isunprepared to handle.
It revolves around Europe’s closest
ally, the U.S., and a field where
Europe has never unified: foreign
policy.

Inareas where EU countries func-
tion as one, such as competition regu-
lation and foreign trade, its members
have surrendered sovereignty to the
bloc, represented by the European
Commission. In other areas, includ-
ing taxation and foreign policy, the 27
members remain sovereign states
pursuing their own agendas.

Occasionally, as after Russia’s 2022
invasion of Ukraine, the members
unite against a foreign challenge.
More often they bicker, as during the
euro crisis, the Second Gulf War in
2003 and Israel's war in Gaza.

Today’s upheaval is all the more
traumatic for Europeansbecause it is
happening inside the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization, the one trans-
Atlanticinstitution that hasbeen sac-

This new Airbus jet is bad news for Boeing

BenjaminKatz
feedback@livemint.com

irbus has a new jet
that’s winning over
some of Boeing’s best

customers. It also raises the
specter of more trouble ahead
for the U.S. plane maker.

The European company
started delivering the new air-
craft—the A321XLR—late last
year against a backdrop of
manufacturing upheaval and
financial strain at its American
rival. So far the XLR hasracked
up more
than 500
orders,
many from
airlines looking to replace
older Boeing planes.

The jet’s success is one of
the starkest signs yet of the
diverging fortunes of the two
companies, with Boeing’s
troubles leading to gapsin its
product lineup that are now
being exploited by Airbus. Itis
also a warning of a bigger
threatlooming: While Boeing
is strapped for cash, Airbus is
increasingly investing in an
entirely new generation of air-
craft that could shape the
duopoly for decades to come.

American Airlines and
United Airlines have chosen

Airbus’s XLR to replace their
aging Boeing 757 fleets. Other
airlines including Australia’s
Qantas have also purchased
the XLR—the first time that
carrier hasordered one of Air-
bus’s smaller, narrow-body
jets.

Central to the XLR’sappeal
isa giant fuel tank behind the
wings that means the aircraft
can carry up to 220 passengers
on trips as long as 11 hours.
Thatisfar longer than typical
narrow-bodyjets, allowing air-
lines to open up new direct

routes—

including

across the

Atlantic—
without needing to sell as
many tickets as they would
with a bigger, wide-body
plane.

The new model—the latest
inits A320 family of aircraft—
has another advantage: It
doesn’t have much competi-
tion. Boeing discontinued the
7571in 2004 and shelved plans
to build a new aircraft that
would have competed directly
with the XLR in 2020. The
U.S. company’s main rival air-
craft—the 737 MAX 10—is
years behind schedule, await-
ing signoff from the Federal
Aviation Administration.

rosanct for 75 years. Only NATO
binds Washington to almost every
European capital. Significantly, U.S.
leadership in NATO has never been
questioned. The U.S. created the alli-
ance in the face of threats from Mos-
cow at the Cold War’s dawn at the
request of Europeans.

U.S. leadership in NATO has let
Europe offthe hook on finding com-
mon ground regarding external
threats. It hasalso let them skimp on
security and military

Rutte, a former Dutch prime minis-
ter, said before Monday’s Paris meet-
ing that he had spoken with Euro-
peanleadersand told them, “Well, if
you want a place at the table, make
sure you come up with relevant pro-
posals.”

One of the few proposals under
debate for a step Europe could take
regarding Ukraine—one that U.S.
officials have called for—is the idea of
using European troops, among oth-
ers, to enforce a peace deal with Rus-
sia. Macron one year ago suggested
putting European troops in Ukraine
to help Kyiv. Scholz and otherleaders
rejected the idea.

Now the concept is getting some
endorsement, most vocally from Brit-
ain’s Starmer. Britain and France
have Europe’s largest military forces
in NATO, though Starmer is an EU
outsider.

Macron hoped his Paris gathering
would enable Europe to provide
common answers to questions that
Washington posed last week in a writ-
ten questionnaire sent to European
capitals. Questionsincluded: Would
they be prepared to put troops on the
ground in a cease-fire, and what other
capabilities were they prepared to
commit to Ukraine to lock in robust
security guarantees?

Macron also hoped to advance a
European package of financial sup-
port for European military spending
and its arms industry, which is
expected to include new money for
Ukraine. The first part of that plan is
targeted for March, EU officials say.

Scholz, who left the meeting early,
said now wasn'’t the time for Europe
to be focused on its role in a peace

plan thatdidn’t yet exist.

spending for genera- Ukrainian It should focus on sup-
tions. For the past dec- President porting Ukraine’s war
ade, European military Volodymyr efforts, he said. Germany
outlays have risen. P remains deeply commit-
Nonetheless, under Zelensky said any ted to the NATO model

pressure from Trump,
Europeans are being
forced to confront their
shortfalls on both policy
and spending, and are
struggling to agree on an approach.

The Europeans say they want to
coalesce in response to Trump.

“Ithink Europe needsto getitsact
together,” Finnish President Alexan-
der Stubb said before Monday’s
meeting. He said any peace talks
should include Ukraine, Russia, the
U.S. and Europe, with Europe includ-
ing the EU, the U.K. and other allies.
To represent what would be more
than 30 countries, he advocates a
special envoy.

Who that envoy would be, he said,
“That’s for the European leaders to
decide.”

NATO Secretary-General Mark

talks that don't
include his nation
were doomed

oftrans-Atlantic cooper-
ation, while France has
long sought to buttress
European military
strength asan element of
what Macron calls strategic auton-
omy.

Scholz bolted Monday’s meeting to
campaign before Sunday’s election, a
showdown that has cramped his
room to maneuver on the Ukraine
question. Poland, which is headed
toward presidential electionsin May,
staunchly supports Ukraine, but lead-
ers fearing blowback have hesitated
on committing troops to a peace mis-
sion. And Macron, while still wielding
foreign policy powers, was weakened
by parliamentary elections that he
called last year.
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“Clearly the first priority for
Boeing is to resolve its manu-
facturing problems, which is
no smallissue,” said Nick Cun-
ningham , an analyst at Agency
Partners who has followed the
industry for almost 40 years.
“But the very next thing they
need to address is the prod-
uct.”

Customer doubts

Airbus usurped Boeing as
the world’s biggest plane
maker in 2019 following the
grounding of the 737 MAX
after two fatal accidents. It has
delivered more jets and
booked more net orders each
year since.

In 2024, Airbus not only
pulled further ahead in nar-
row-body aircraft but also cut
into Boeing’slong-held lead in
sales of wide-bodies, partly
aided by repeated delaysto the
American company’s 777X.
With many 777s reaching the
end of their lifespans, Airbus
saysthe battle for biggerjetsis
juststarting, including with its
first-ever dedicated freighter.

Boeing currently has six
passenger jet models available
for customers, with four still
awaiting signoff from regula-
tors. Airbus has 12 distinct
models available.

Benoit de Saint-Exupéry,

So far Airbus's XLR has racked up more than 500 orders, many

from airlines looking to replace older Boeing planes.

Airbus’s head of jet sales,
attributed the company’s per-
formance toits product lineup,
while acknowledging it had
also benefited from the situa-
tion at Boeing “casting some
doubts in the minds of some
customers.”

It hasn’t been all gloom for
Boeing. The company in
December announced a land-
mark order for up to 200 MAX
10 jets from Turkey’s Pega-
sus—a carrier that predomi-
nantly operates Airbus jets.
American Airlines also dou-
bled down on its commitment
to the MAX 10 with 85 new
orders last March.

REUTERS

And Airbusisn’t without its
own problems. Supply-chain
issues have limited the com-
pany’s plans to turbocharge
production and meet booming
demand in the wake of the
pandemic. Thismonth, Airbus
said it was delaying a long-
touted hydrogen-powered jet.

Lightweight frames and
folding wings

Still, Airbus’s superior
financial position meansit can
embark on the expensive work
of launching an all-new jet—
givingita head startin the bat-
tle for future leadership of the
industry.

Inthe five years since 2019,

Airbus has spent some $12.9
billion on research and devel-
opment in its commercial-air-
craftdivision. Boeing’s plane-
makingbusiness has spent $8
billion. Both also invest in
otherunits that develop tech-
nology that can later be used in
commercial aircraft.

Airbus hasbeen working on
lightweight airframes, fuel-ef-
ficient engines and even fold-
ing wings that could feature on
anext-generation

aircraft. The Airbus usurped development
companyisstart-  Boeing as world's  project with
ing to narrow biggest plane NASA—called
down the designs maker in 2019 X-66—that could
for an all-new following 737 set the stage for
plane that it . . itsown next-gen-
expectstolaunch MAX's groqndlng eration plane. A
around 2030 and after 2accidents Boeing spokes-
enterinto service woman referred
seven or eight tocomments Ort-
years later. berg made last month, in

Boeing is far behind. which he said the company

“We spend more time argu-
ing within ourselves than we
do thinking about Airbus and
how we’re gonna beat Airbus
to the punch,” Boeing Chief
Executive Kelly Ortberg told
workers at a companywide
briefing in November, weeks
after the first XLR was deliv-
ered.

But Ortberg is clear that
Boeing isn’t yet in a financial

position to launch a new air-
craft.

“We've got to spend a little
bit more focus on getting
ready, getting the business
back to generating cash so that
we have the cash to support
the new airplane develop-
ment,” Ortberg said. “That is
absolutely critical for us.”

To focus on getting its
delayed models to market,
Boeing has shifted some engi-

neers from a jet

was still investing in X-66 and
that technology from that pro-
gram could factorinan all-new
plane.

Boeing hasn’t launched an
all-new aircraft for more than
two decades. The 787, formally
announced in 2004, cost tens
of billions of dollars to develop
and took seven years to hit the
market. The plane maker
spent almost as many years fig-

uring out what that aircraft
would look like.

‘The queen on the chess-
board’

Executives at both compa-
nies have long likened their
duopolistic rivalry to a com-
plex and expensive game of
chess. Before making amove,
eachside carefully assessesthe
other’s lineup and games out
how they might respond.

They don’t always get it
right. The annals of aviation
history are littered with failed
aircraft programs, including
Airbus’s flagship A380 super-
jumbo.

Boeing’s hasty development
of the 737 MAX, which was
delivered to customers with a
fatal flaw, came as the com-
pany sought to respond to a
revamped Airbus jet—the
A320neo—that took Boeing
by surprise in 2010.

For Airbus, Boeing’s woes
mean the game has changed,
said Christian Scherer, head
of the plane maker’s commer-
cial-aircraft division. Airbus
now has more freedom when
making strategic decisions
“instead of responding to a
threatening move of the
queen on the chessboard,” he
said.
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HSBC India PBT up
1% to $1.69 bnin 24

SBC on Wednesday reported an 11.3%
growth in profit before tax (PBT) from

India at $1.69 billion for 2024

The bank has reported a profit before tax of
$L.5billion in 2023 from its India operations,
where it operates 26 branches.

The bank said it has 44,000 employees in the
country—the highest anywhere in the world. It
also operates a back office in the country that
supports global operations.

The biggest contributor to profit was the
global banking and markets vertical, which
delivered a pre-tax profit of $875 million in 2024
asagainst $774 million in 2023.

Commercial banking was the second-biggest
contributor at $448 million in pre-tax profit for
2024, as against $398 million a year earlier, the
bank said.

The corporate centre vertical saw its profit
decline to $269 million from $289 million in the
year-ago period. PTI

Supreme Court adjourned pleas against CEC and
ECs' appointments under the 2023 law.

CEC, ECsselection:
SC adjourns pleas

he Supreme Court on Wednesday
adjourned the pleas against the

appointments of the chief election
commiissioner (CEC) and election
commiissioners (EC) under the 2023 law.

Abench of justices Surya Kant and N.
Kotiswar Singh indicated that the matter would
be listed after the Holi festival break due to
paucity of time. However, no date was fixed for
hearing the matter.

Advocate Prashant Bhushan, appearing for
petitioner Association for Democratic Reforms
(ADR), said it was an important issue which
required an urgent consideration.

He said the matterinvolved a short legal
question—whether the 2023 Constitution
bench verdict should be followed for the
appointment of the CEC and ECs through a
panel involving the Prime Minister, leader of
opposition and the chiefjustice of India or the
2023 law, which excludes CJI from the panel.

Ataround 3 pm, justice Surya Kant told
Bhushan that he would be sitting in a special
bench and the court had numerous matters
listed before the Holi break. PTI

ONGC plans foray
into ethane carriers

il and Natural Gas Corp. is seeking joint
O venture partners to build very large

ethane carriers (VLECs) to ship
feedstock for its petrochemical plant in
western India, according to a document posted
on the company’s website.

ONGC Petro additions Ltd (OPaL), a unit of
ONGC, operates a dual feed cracker. ONGC
plans to source 800,000 ton per year ethane to
secure feedstock for the plant from May 2028.

ONGC s seeking partnership with
companies with experience in the operation
and management of VLECs, very large gas
carriers and liquefied natural gas carriers in the
global market, it said.

The proposed joint ventures will secure local
and foreign funding and select shipyards for
construction of VLECs.

ONGC will be responsible for shipping of
ethane and chartering of VLECs from the
planned joint venture.

The last date for submission of interest is
27 March. REUTERS

6.2-6.3%

THE ESTIMATED growth of India’s GDP in
the Oct-Dec quarter of FY 2024-25,
according to SBI Research. This is up from
5.4% growth in the Jul-Sep quarter.
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NEW GOVERNMENT TODAY

Bharatiya Janata Party leaders congratulate Rekha Gupta (centre) after she was chosen as the Delhi chief minister following the BJP legislature party
meeting in New Delhi on Wednesday. She will take oath of office at the Ramlila Maidan today. Prime Minister Narendra Modi, Union home minister
Amit Shah, BJP-ruled state chief ministers and other prominent leaders are expected to attend the ceremony. PTI

Rekha Gupta, a first-time
MILA, to be new Delhi CM

2,000

THE NUMBER of jobs that will be slashed
at Tata Steel's Port Talbot plant as a part
of a £1.25-billion investment plan aimed at
making it more sustainable.

1.54 1N

THE VALUE generated from 154

according to data from Hurun.

PTI
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chiefminister of Delhi, the Bharatiya Jan-
ata Party (BJP) announced on Wednesday.

Guptawas chosen as the leader of the house
in the Delhi assembly at the BJP legislature
party meeting. The party hasreturned to power
in Delhi after over 26 years, ending the 10-year
rule of the Arvind Kejriwal-led Aam Aadmi Party
(AAP).

Guptaand her cabinet ministers will take the
oath of office at the Ramlila ground on Thurs-
day. She will be the fourth woman chief minister
of Delhi after Sushma Swaraj, Sheila Dikshit and
Atishi.

Guptawill be the only woman chief minister
among the states being ruled by the BJP at
present. The 50-year-old leader won from Shal-

F irst-time ML.A Rekha Gupta will be the new

BJP legislator from Shalimar Bagh will be Delhi’s fourth woman chief minister

imar Bagh, defeating AAP candidate Bandana
Kumariby over 29,000 votesin the 5 February
assembly polls.

All48 newly elected BJP MLAsattended the
legislature party meeting in the presence of
Central observers Ravi Shankar Prasad and O.P.
Dhankar. Gupta’s
name was pro-

Rekha Gupta won from Shalimar

thanked Prime Minister Narendra Modi and
said she would work with full honesty, integrity
and dedication for the welfare, empowerment
and overall development of every citizen of
Delhi.

Intherecent assembly polls, the BIPwon 48
out of the 70
assembly seats,

assembly election results were declared on 8
February. The chiefminister-designate will now
meet lieutenant governor V.K. Saxena at Raj
Niwas to stake a claim in forming a BJP-led gov-
ernment in Delhi.

Soon after the announcement, Gupta

posed by senior while the AAP got
partyleaders Par- Bagh, defeating AAP candidate 22 and the Con-
X,‘i}i}l‘lder"%ﬁgﬁé Bandana Kumariby over 20000~ gress drew
and Satish Upad-  VOtes in the 5 Feb assembly polls Gupta is a
e Delhi of the o Ui

versity Students’ Union and civicbody council-
lor. A law graduate of Delhi University, she
entered politics asan Akhil Bharatiya Vidyarthi
Parishad member in 1992. Gupta is also the
national vice president of BJP Mahila Morcha
and amember of the party’s national executive.

Chinawoos B'desh

China’'s ambassador to Dhaka Yao Wen said it
has designated hospitals for Bangladeshis.

hinahassaid it is preparing
‘ dedicated hospitals for Bangladeshi
patients after relations soured with
former major healthcare destination India
since the ouster of Sheikh Hasina.

Yao Wen, China’s ambassador to Dhaka,
said three hospitals had been specially

with healthcare

designated for Bangladeshi patients, with
efforts made to “improve medical service
mechanisms, including streamlining visa
procedures”.

The Business Standard,a Dhaka-based
daily, estimated that more than two million
Bangladeshis had visited India annually for
medical purposes before Hasina was
forced out in August.

But relations between New Delhi and
Dhaka have been frosty since Hasina—a
former close ally of India—was toppled in a
student-led revolution.

Many Bangladeshis now complain of
difficulty in obtaining Indian visas.

India haslong been wary of China’s
growingregional clout and the world’s two
most populous countries compete for
influence in South Asia.

Yao Wen said on Tuesday healthcare
was only part of the increased cooperation
between China and the interim
government that replaced Hasina. AFP

China proposes rules to tighten control over rare earth sector

designed to protect its domestic rare earth industry, a sector where

C hina on Wednesday began public consultation on new regulations

Beijing has previously weaponised its dominance via export controls

and other restrictions.

Draft regulations were released by ministry of industry and information
technology late on Wednesday and touched issues including quotas for
mining, smelting and separating as well as monitoring and enforcement.

The rules are the latest in a series of attempts to bring the globally critical
sector under tighter state control. China already dictates output via a system

of quotas and state-controlled companies.

Rare earths are a group of 17 minerals whose production China dominates,

accounting for nearly 90% of global refined output.

In 2023, Beijing banned the export of technology to make rare earth
magnets, adding it to an existing ban on technology to extract and separate

the critical materials.

REUTERS

Draft regulations touched issues like quotas for mining, smelting. mint

The Taliban official won't be recognized as a
diplomat by India. PTI

Arepresentative
for Talibanin India

ndia’s government is expected to accept a top
I Taliban representative to the country soon, the

latest step from New Delhi to improve ties with
Kabul and counter China’s growing influence in
Afghanistan.

The Taliban-led government has identified
two potential candidates to take charge of the
Afghan embassy in New Delhi, according to
officials familiar with the matter, who asked
not to be identified because the discussions are
private.

The Taliban official won’t be recognized as a
diplomat by India but will be the top
representative for the government there, the
people said. The Taliban won’t be able to fly its
flag at the embassy, at events or on official
vehicles, they said.

Only a handful of countries, including China,
Pakistan and Russia, have accepted diplomats
from the Taliban, which seized power in
Afghanistan in 2021 and has been condemned
internationally for human rights violations.
India, like many other countries, severed
diplomatic ties with Afghanistan at the time,
closing its embassy in Kabul and limiting
engagement with the country. BLOOMBERG

companies in Mumbai, making the city the
top value generator in the country,

$1.8 bn

THE COST that HSBC Holdings will
incur over the next two years as it
embarks on a global restructuring

program, according to the bank.
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EDITOR'SNOTE

Dear Reader,

I have arequest. We want to understand
your needs better so we can tailor our offer-
ingsto better serve you. We have prepared
ashort interview that will
help us know your expec-
tations from us better. Go
to https;//bit.ly/mintgna or
scan this QR code. It takes
less than 10 minutes. If you
would like to share
thoughts, ideas or feedback, please write to
feedback@livemint.com. Looking forward
to your response.

Sincerely,
— Ravi Krishnan
Editor-in-Chief

Hyundai's Unsoo Kim said the firm is positioning
itself as production hub for emerging markets. e

Hyundai: Indiato
be export mfg hub

yundai Motor India is looking to
H position itself as a manufacturing hub
for exports for emerging markets like
Africa and neighbouring nations, according to
atop company executive.

The company, which is looking to diversify
its export markets as it continues to face
challenges regarding shipments to regions like
the Middle East due to geopolitical issues.

“We are positioning the company as a
production hub for emerging markets. We are
manufacturing and exporting our cost-
optimised vehicle to the emerging markets,”
Hyundai Motor India managing director
Unsoo Kim told PTT. PTI

DanCenter
launched inIndia

ravel tech unicorn OYO’s parent
company, Oravel Stays, on Wednesday

announced the launch of its European
holiday homes brand, DanCenter, in the Indian
market.

Dancenter was acquired by OYO Vacation
Homes in 2019.

Since then, the company has expanded its
presence in Europe significantly.

The holiday home brand is making its India
debut with premium villas and apartments in
north Goa, OYO said.

“DanCenter is also in advanced stages of
discussion with real estate major Provident
Group to launch premium serviced apartments
in Goa,” OYO said in a statement.

DanCenter, alegacy Danish brand founded
in Denmark in 1957, comprises a diverse
portfolio 0f 12,000 properties across Denmark,
Sweden, Norway and Germany. PTI

New iPhone16e at
¥59.9k from 28 Feb

pple on Wednesday announced a
A ‘budget’ iPhone 16e, with a retail price

that’sX20,000 lesser than what it has
been selling its latest-generation smartphones
at India for nearly a decade.

TheiPhone 16e features the company’s
custom Al8 processor, making it the least
expensive iPhone with a latest generation
processor in India since the iPhone 7 in 2016.

The move comes as Apple hasreported
record quarterly revenue from India for nearly
three straight years, making it No. 1 smartphone
brand by annual revenue from the country.

TheiPhone 16e will support Apple
Intelligence—firm’s custom suite of generative
Al features. Starting this April, users in India will
alsobe able to select among 10 Indian languages
oniPhones, including oniPhone 16e.

Other features of the phone include a 48-
megapixel “2-in-1” camera that can take 2x zoom
photographs, and a 6.1-inch OLED ‘Retina’
display, like the flagship models. ~ STAFF WRITER
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GURUGRAM
n the night of 6 December

2024, when Indigo Airlines
flight 6E 1032 touched
down in Chennai from
Kuala Lumpur, it unloaded
anunusual piece of luggage: nearly 5,200
red-eared slider turtles huddled in boxes,
each smaller than the size of a palm.

This was the third attempt in 2024
alone to smuggle thousands of red-eared
sliders at the Chennai airport, a species
native to the US and Mexico and one of
the most sought-after exotic pets in India
today. Itis classified asa Schedule IV spe-
ciesunder the Wildlife Protection Act of
1972, and its capture and sale are regu-
lated by law.

Just weeks later, an eight-kilo live pan-
golin, one of the mammals most vulnera-
ble to poaching, was seized in Assam,
along with thousands of pangolin scales
in separate raids conducted in Madhya
Pradesh, Odisha, and Chhattisgarh, a
joint operation between forest, police and
wildlife authorities. Meanwhile, the same
month, four African De Brazza’s mon-
keys, with their distinctive long white
beard and orange crowns, were rescued
by the Assam Rifles force from Champhai
in Mizoram.

By all accounts, India’s exotic wildlife
trade isbooming, fuelled by a growing
fascination with owning exotic and rare
animals as pets—both as a status symbol
and for their perceived medicinal prop-
erties. From pangolin, gibbon, iguana,
non-native monkeys, to wallaby, kanga-
roo, tri-coloured squirrel, and birds
such as the maleo and Visayan hornbill,
the list of exotic species being seized
across the country is growing every
year, being smuggled from remote cor-
ners of the world.

Traffickers have become bolder in their
operations, too. When three malnour-
ished kangaroos were found hopping on
ahighway in West Bengal in 2022, report-
edly abandoned by traffickers who had
gone into hiding during a patrol, it sent
shockwaves through the wildlife conser-
vation community in India. To even the
most seasoned rescuer, it was a shocking
display of how insidious the exotic species
crime racket had become.

Driven by this surge in trade, authori-
ties are now cracking down more firmly
than before: the environment ministry
had seta deadline of August 2024 for indi-
viduals, organizations and zoos in posses-
sion of exotic species to register it on a
government portal, or face penal action.

REPTILES TO INSECTS

he trend of trading exotic pets has

been on the rise in recent years.
Thereisarising demand from consumers,
and middlemen and traders have become
very active. While the trend was once lim-
ited to Chennai, it has now spread to other
major cities like Hyderabad, Visakhapat-
nam, and Jaipur, where we are seeing
illicit activity for the first time. Exotic spe-
ciesare now coming in from Malaysia and
Indonesia, in addition to Thailand,” said
Kirupasankar M., the joint director at the
Wildlife Crime Control Bureau (WCCB),
in an interview with Mint.

Many of the species that make their way
into India’s domestic markets from South-
east Asia originate from South America,
Africa, and the Australia-Oceanic islands.

In 2023, more than 19,079 exotic ani-
mals belonging to over 80 species were
recovered in 29 seizures, including rep-
tiles, mammals, birds, rays, molluscs,
insects, freshwater fish, and crustaceans,
according to an open-source data assess-
ment published by WWF in December
2024, up from 4,000 rescued exotic ani-
malsin 2022.

PET TURTLES OF KERALA
.V. Sajeev, chief scientist in the

department of forest entomology at
the Kerala Forest Research Institute, first
came across the problem of exotic species
becoming invasive a year and a half ago
when his former colleague found a red-
eared slider in a rivulet in
Thrissurwhile fishing
with his grandson.
“Isaw a photo of
itand realized
someone

The trade is being fuelled by a growing fascination with owning exotic and rare animals as pets

(Clockwise from top left) A flock of budgerigars, native to Australia, rescued and rehabilitated at the Surya Keerthi Conservation Project Centre in Mysuru; a red-eared slider turtle,
originally from the US and Mexico, housed in a pond at the same centre; pangolin scales, considered valuable for its apparent medicinal properties, seized by the Wildlife Crime
Control Bureau in Assam; rescued star tortoises, considered as good luck charms. (Bottom) An albino red-eared slider, smuggled from Thailand, seized by the directorate of

revenue intelligence at the Mumbai airport.

had released the pet into the wild,” he told
Mint. It prompted him to start acampaign
at the institute to make people aware of
the dangersand start an exotic pet surren-
der programme.

“Trends have shifted since the pan-
demic as people, particularly those living
alone, now seek pets more than ever due
to feelings of isolation and loneliness,
even asareplacement for human relation-
ships,” observed Sajeev.

Exotic species have also found a place
in popular culture: the rise in popularity
of the cartoon series Teenage Mutant
Ninja Turtles, for example, saw a notice-
able spike in the red-eared sliders as
pets, and they have since become com-
mon in ponds, sewers, and canals, espe-
cially in Kerala.

The Smuggling in India Report 2019-
2020, published by the Directorate of
Revenue Intelligence, the apex anti-
smuggling agency, highlighted that with
acomplete ban on trade in Indian species,
“the interest of smugglers has shifted to
exotic species, which hasled to disastrous
global environmental consequences.”

Many of the animals being traded have
previously interacted with humans, which
makes them easier to domesticate and
more appealing to buyers. They are often
kept in facilities for a period before being
transported and sold, during which time
theybecome accustomed to human pres-

ence, Kirupasankar M. explained.

LICENSES TO BREED

hileitis not explicitly illegal to own

some exotic species in India, as a
signatory to the Convention on Interna-
tional Trade in Endangered Species of
Wild Fauna and Flora (CITES), the trade of
many exotic species is regulated under
India’s wildlife protection laws, particu-
larly due to their potential to become
invasive and endanger native species as
they compete for food and habitat. Gov-
ernment permits and compliance with
quarantine protocol are required to sell
some of these species legally.

Particularly since the pandemic,
authorities are growing more concerned
about the consequences.

“Wildlife crime has now become as
important a concern as the trafficking of
drugs, humans, and arms,” said Wasim
Akram, director of sustainability and spe-
cial projects at Wildlife SOS, anon-profit
organization that works with authorities
torescue and rehabilitate wildlife.

InJune 2020, India’s ministry of envi-
ronment, forest and climate change issued
anadvisory for the voluntary disclosure of
exotic live species to better manage and
control zoonotic diseases, while providing
guidance on their proper care and well-
being. In 2022, the Wildlife Protection Act
0f 1972 was amended to include non-na-
tive CITES-listed species, making it illegal
to own or possess such species without
proper certifications. This amendment

allowed owners to voluntarily report
their possession of non-native species
through the government’s PARIVESH
portal by 28 August 2024. New laws
alsorequire licenses for breeding and
keeping high-risk species.

MONKEY'S WORTH

espite the boost in such efforts to

fight the trend on the ground, chal-
lenges abound. Theillegal trade of exotic
pets is increasingly driven by sophisti-
cated and organized crime networks that
exploit loopholes in the system and use
the growing presence of social media plat-
formsto facilitate illegal transactions and
expand their reach across cities.

WHAT

The list of exotic species being
seized across the country is
growing every year. It includes
pangolin, gibbon, iguana,
kangaroo, birds such as the
maleo and Visayan hornbill.

[

The illegal trade is being
driven by sophisticated and
organized crime networks who
exploit loopholes in the system.

This network cuts across
many countries.

NOW

The global value of the illegal
wildlife trade is estimated to be
between $7 billion and $23 billion
annually, according to the United
Nations Environment
Programme.

“The emerging threat ishow traders are
investing in exotic species to monetize
them through platforms like Instagram
and the dark web,” noted Akram.

Attracted by the high prices consum-
ers are willing to pay, the trade has
become highly lucrative, spurring breed-
ing centres too. Pet stores across India,
online and offline, are becoming experi-
mental in how they market their wares,
tempting buyers with frequent reels and
images showcasing the latest “catch” on
their shelves, from sugar gliders to igua-
nas and macaws.

According to some estimates, exotics
such as macaws can fetch up to 10 lakh
each, star tortoises retail for 315,000 to

SURYA KEERTHI, WCCB, DRI

350,000, and De Brazza’s monkeys can
cost around 38 lakh in the black market.

The global value of the illegal wildlife
trade is estimated to be between $7 billion
and $23 billion annually, according to the
United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP). However, determining its value
in India is difficult, and the WCCB cau-
tions against assigning any monetary fig-
ure, asthe tradeisillegal and its true worth
cannot be accurately assessed.

GANGS AND GUNS
S everal factors make India an attract-

ive place for this trade: since not all
exotic species are regulated under the
laws, it’s easier for traders to breed or sell
them with little to no legal repercussions,
experts said. Moreover, the country’s
porous borders with China,
Nepal, Myanmar, and Bangla-
desh create prime routes for
traffickers. India’s dense popu-
lation allows them to evade
detection too. Trends in wild-
life trafficking also shift with

fickers now, as they have become tech-
savvy. In many cases, when we arrest
someone and confiscate materials, they
often don’t know the end source,” said
Akram. Even if they confess, they may
genuinely be unaware because the peo-
ple orchestrating the trafficking are far
removed, possibly in Southeast Asia or
China. The middlemen, who may only
receive small amounts (e.g., X1,000),
often don’t realize the full impact of
their actions.

Investigations also face challenges due
tojurisdictional issues. For instance, if the
Tamil Nadu forest department confiscates
animals but the buyer is in Mizoram, the
legal process becomes slower, often
allowing traffickers to escape before
action is taken.

The exotic wildlife traffickers them-
selves, said officials, are people who often
operate in other illegal trades, such as
drugs, human trafficking, or arms smug-
gling—sometimes even carrying weapons
alongside the animals.

THE MACAW ON A TREE
ut increasingly, it’s the potential
health and ecological risks of this
trade that are alarming scientists and con-
servationists.

Many are working to raise public
awareness through wildlife campaigns
and rescue programmes to discourage
people from keeping such pets. “Often,
exotic pets are kept in poor conditions,
and people are not aware of how to take
care of them, what to feed them, or the
environment they should be keptin,” said
Surya Keerthi, a wildlife rescuer and con-
servationist in Mysuru, who has rescued
and housed several exotic species at his
rehabilitation centre. Herecallsrescuing
a macaw that had escaped its cage and
flownupatree 60 feet high and had tobe
brought down using a crane.

“What commonly happens with exotic
speciesis that people buy them thinking
they are small and easy to handle, but once
they grow larger, or owners become aware
that it isillegal to keep them at home, so
they release them into the wild, where
theybecome invasive and threaten native
species,” he added.

Red-eared sliders, for example, carry
harmful bacteria, such as salmonella and
shigella, that can infect humans. When
abandoned, they threaten local biodiver-
sity by preying on plants, animals, and
otheramphibians. And importantly, asan
exotic species without natural predators,
their populations can rapidly expand, dis-
rupting ecosystems, Kerala Forest
Research Institute’s Sajeev, explained.

CATCH THE THIEF
A growing movement is emerging to
addressthisissue, bringing together
government authorities, non-profits, sci-
entists, conservationists, and civil society
in a collective effort. To fight this surge,
the government has ramped up regula-
tions and checks. Border forces are on
high alert. Wildlife authorities, forest and
police forces are being frequently trained
to tackle sophisticated smuggling net-
works. Some organizations, like WWF and
Wildlife SOS, are working with authorities
tobuild capacity and awareness of officers
onthe ground.

AsIndiaranks among the top ten coun-
tries using the airline sector for wildlife
trafficking, there are trainings targeted at
customs officials to keep them up to date
with the latest trends in wildlife crime to
be able to detect and prevent trafticking
through airports.

According to an analysis by
global wildlife network TRAF-
FIC, over 70,000 native and
exotic wild animals were traf-
ficked, including their body
parts or derivatives weighing
around 4,000kg;, in 141 wildlife

political changes. Scan the seizure incidents at 18 Indian

“For instance, Mizoram has QR code airports between 2011 and 2020.
become a major hotspot for formore Sophisticated scanners at
land-route traffickingduetoits  [ong Stories nodal points could make detec-

proximity to Bangladesh and
Myanmar, both of which are currently
experiencing instability. Thishasled toa
rise in all forms of trafficking, including
wildlife. Aizawl Zoo (Aizawl Zoological
Park) is flooded with seized exotic ani-
mals and struggling with limited space,”
Akram told Mint.

While changes in wildlife laws have
been welcome, enforcement is a chal-
lenge, with a conviction rate of just 2%.
The wildlife trafficking chainisalongand
complex one, involving multiple middle-
men across states, using all three modes—
air, land, and sea. For example, inarecent
big cat seizure in Coimbatore, a gang from
Haryana travelled across multiple states to
prepare the material, with plansto take it
to Northeast India. This network involved
several people, each passing it along until
itreached its final destination.

“It’s also become harder to trace traf-

tion easier, said Sanjay Kumar
Shukla, former additional director at
WCCB. “There are now 3D scanning tech-
nologies, like those used in Australia, that
are programmed to detect live animalsin
baggage. Using more advanced technol-
ogy could improve the accuracy and ease
of identifying live animals being smug-
gled,” he told Mint.

However, the responsibility of curbing
the trade of exotic species doesn’t just fall
on frontline officers, said Akram. “The
demand originates from the public. As
urban people, we are often disconnected
from nature. Many of us don’t even fully
understand what a forest actually is—we
only have a concept of parks. We need to
reconnect with our environment and for-
ests to understand that animals thrive in
their natural habitats and that keeping
them as mere entertainment in a confined
spaceisn’t the right thing to do.”
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Could capital gains cost you
your tax rebate eligibility?

Budget fails to offer clarity on whether capital gain will affect eligibility for section 87A rebate

Anil Poste

anilkumar.poste@livemint.com
MUMBAI

n Budget 2025-26, finance minis-
ter Nirmala Sitharaman raised the
tax-rebate threshold under Section
87A ofthe Income Tax Act from X7
lakh to312 lakh. With the standard
deduction 0fX75,000, the threshold is
12.75 lakh for salaried individuals.

Though the announcement was
widely welcomed, it failed to address a
critical question - does income from
capital gains affect a person’s eligibility
for therebate? In other words, if a per-
son with a312 lakh salary earns an addi-
tional X1 lakh from capital gains, will
they lose the rebate or will they only
have to pay tax on the capital gains?

This confusionisn’t new. Even with
the existing X7 lakhrebate , expertsare
confused over whether capital gains
are clubbed under total income when
determining whether a person is eligi-
ble forarebate. Mintreached out to the
Central Board of Direct Taxes, but
experts said ambiguity still remains.

What did the CBDT say?

V Rajitha, official spokesperson for
CBDT, said the tax treatment depends
on the wording of the finance bill - spe-
cifically whether capital gains are con-
sidered part of a person’s normal
income or not when determining their
eligibility for a rebate.

“Since capital gains are classified as
special-rate income, they do not qualify
for the rebate. However, their impact
on overall tax liability depends on the
way the rebate is structured — whether
itis based solely on normal income or
the total taxable income,” she said.

“Iftherebate applies only to normal
income, an individual with a 312 lakh
salary and any additional capital gains
should still be eligible for the rebate on
salaryincome,” Rajitha said. “However,
if capital gains are included when
determining whether a personis eligi-
ble forarebate, then exceeding 12 lakh
may disqualify him from the rebate.
The Finance Bill’s specific language
will determine thisaspect,” she added.

This confusion exists under the cur-
rent rules, too. “Under existing provi-
sions, the Section 87A rebate applies if
total income (including capital gains) is
below X7 lakh, and capital gains are
taxed separately. However, If capital
gains push totalincome above X7 lakh,
the rebate may not be available.”

Will capital gains affect your tax rebate?

Budget 2025 raised the threshhold for an income tax rebate from %7 lakh to 12 lakh.
But what if capital gains cause your total income to exceed this?

What CBDT says

Official spokesperson V Rajitha told Mint:
P The Finance Bill's specific wording will determine this aspect.

P If the rebate applies only to normal income, an individual with a 12 lakh salary
and additional capital gains should still be eligible for the rebate on salary income.

P If total income (including capital gains) is considered for rebate eligibility, then

exceeding %12 lakh may disqualify the taxpayer.

REBATE: YES

“Income up to X

under the new tax regime
will be eligible for a
rebate. Capital gains

will be taxed

separately.”

REBATE: YES

SANJAY TOLIA, P;D
"Rebate applies to
income up to %12.75

lakh for salaried
individuals (with
standard deduction).
Capital gains are

taxed separately.”

‘What should you do?

CBDT'sresponse failed to clarify the
main question: will you get a rebate if
capital gains push your total income
above 312 lakh? So, you’ll have to take
guidance from a reputable chartered
accountant when filing your return.

Views of Big 4 accounting firms

Deloitte, EY, KPMG and PwC have
different opinions on how the tax will
be calculated.

Sonu lIyer, tax partner and national
leader-people advisory services at EY
India, said the rebate should still apply
tosalary income, and capital gains will
be taxed separately. “Short-term capi-
tal gains (STCG) and long-term capital
gains (LTCG), which are taxable at spe-
cialrates, will be taxed separately." This
means a person whose total income
exceeds 12 lakh because of capital
gains will receive arebate, and the capi-

tal gains will be taxed independently.

Sanjay Tolia, partner at Price Water-
house & Co. Chartered Accountants
LLP, had the same view. “If a person’s
totalincome exceeds 312 lakh because
of capital gains, the rebate will still be
available and capital gains will be taxed
separately, he said.

Marginal relief will come into play
forincome slightly exceeding 12 lakh.
"A person with an income 0f<12.10 lakh
would have to pay 361,500 in tax with-
out marginal relief. However, marginal
reliefreduces thisX10,000," he said.

Aarti Raote, partner at Deloitte India,
hasadifferent view. She said the rebate
becomesvoid iftotal income, including
capital gains, exceeds 12 lakh. "As per
available information, ifa taxpayer has
12 lakh in salary and X1 lakh in capital
gains, the rebate under Section 87A will
not apply as total income exceeds 12
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TAX

Big Four have different views
REBATE: NO
SONU IYER, EY India /\
12 lakh

AARTI RAOTE, Deloitte India
"As per publicly
available info, the
rebate is not available
if total income
including capital gains
exceeds %12 lakh."

REBATE: NO

PARIZAD SIRWALLA,
KPMG India

“Total income must
remain within %12 lakh
for the rebate. If capital
gains push total income
beyond this, the rebate
is unavailable.”

PARAS JAIN/MINT

lakh." The person will be taxed on his
entire 12 lakh salary, although mar-
ginal relief could help reduce the tax.

Parizad Sirwalla, partner and head of
global mobility services and tax KPMG
India, agreed. Total income, including
capital gains, must remain within 312
lakh to qualify for rebate. "If X12 lakh
salary is net taxable income after apply-
ing standard deduction, adding X1lakh
from capital gain pushesincome toX13
lakh, making them ineligible," she said.

Gireesh Chandra Prasad contributed
to this article.

Scan the QR
code to read
an extended
version of this
story.

FI's US success draws Morgan Stanley’s star fund

Bloomberg

feedback@livemint.com

ormula One’srising pop-

F ularity in US has drawn an
investment from a top-
performing Morgan Stanley
fund. Kristian Heugh, man-
ager of the $14.6 billion Global
Opportunity Fund, opened a
position in FI owner Liberty
Media Corp.in the third quar-
ter of last year. His 34-stock
portfolio outran 92% of peers
in 2024-with 27% return, show
data compiled by Bloomberg.
The racing series, that held
aglitzy launch event for 2025
season in London on Tuesday
evening, is probably “one of

the most unique assets in the
world,” Heugh said in an inter-
view. “It has alot of growth in
viewership, especially in the
US, and it’s far outpacing other
marquee sports that may have

REUTERS

seen viewership declines in
some cases.”

Long seen as a posh Euro-
pean motorsport, F1hasmade
inroads in US in recent years,
helped in-part by a hit Netflix

series. Las Vegas hosted first F1
grand prixin40 yearsin 2023,
drawing about 300,000 peo-
ple. Threeracesare plannedin
this year, including in Miami.

Anaverage l.1 million view-
ers watched races on ESPN
and ABC platforms last year,
just short of the 2022 record
but more than double the
viewership from 2018, accord-
ing to ESPN data.

Shares of Liberty Media
touched arecord high earlier
thismonth aftera47%rally in
2024. The firm is planning to
spin off Quint, which offers
ticket and hospitality packages
to sports and entertainment
events. It's buying the motor-

cycle racing league MotoGP
World Championship for $3.8
billion, though the deal is fac-
inganin-depth probe from the
European Union.

Apart from an under-mone-
tized US market, the F1 brand
holds otherappealsto Heugh.
With over 80% revenue locked
in multiyear contracts, busi-
ness benefits from “tremen-
dous visibility,” he said. He
seesrising competitionamong
streaming platformsboosting
the value of sportsrights.

A potential risk to Flisauto-
makers’ rising focus on EVs.
Formula E, a decade-old rac-
ingseries, features the likes of
Porsche, Jaguar and Nissan.

Compare NRE FD rates

Non-resident Indians (NRIs) can open NRE fixed deposits
with different Indian banks. The benefit of an NRE o

deposit is that it can be opened simply by making inward
remittance to India in any freely convertible currency. J
Another benefit is that the interest earned on NRE

deposits are tax-free and the deposit is fully repatriable,
allowing NRIs to transfer funds back to their country of

K

residence without restrictions. NRE FDs can be opened
and managed online too with Indian banks. NRIs can also
obtain loan against NRE FDs which can be used for a
variety of purposes. These loans can be granted to the
NRI in India or outside India (by overseas branch of
Indian banks) or even to third parties.

NRE Term Deposits Interest Rates () upto ¥1 crore

DCB Bank

Axis Bank

HDFC Bank
Indusind Bank

RBL Bank

YES Bank

ICICI Bank

Central Bank of India
Canara Bank
Dhanlaxmi Bank
Federal Bank

Bank of Baroda
Bank of Maharashtra
Indian Overseas Bank
State Bank of India
Union Bank of India
IDFC First Bank

Jammu & Kashmir Bank

710- 8.05 7.50 740-7.85 7.25-7.65
6.70-7.25 710 710 7.00
6.6-7.25 7-1.35 7-740 7.00
7.75-799 7.25-7.75 725 7-1.25
750-8 7.50-7.8 710-750 7-7.10
775-8.0 7.25 725 7.00-7.25
6.7-7.25 7-1.25 700 6.9-7
6.85-745 6.50-7.25 700 6.75
6.85-7.25 730 740 6.70
6.75-7.25 6.50-6.75 6.50-7.25 6.60-7.25
715 715-740 710-74 6.6-7.10
6.85-7.30 7715 6.80-715 6.50-6.80
6.50-745 6.50-7.25 6.50 6.50
710-7.30 6.80 6.50 6.50
6.80-7.25 700 6.75 6.50
6.6-7.30 6.40-6.60 6.50-6.70 6.50
6.50-7.90 6.80-7.25 6.75-6.80 6.50-6.75
7-720 7.00 6.75 6.50

Data taken from respective bank's website as on 17 February 2025; Only main entity of the merged banks are taken. Banks which
merged with its main entity are removed from the table; The list of 18 banks is based on highest fixed deposit rates available for

5 years and above
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Steps to secure the best car loan
deal following RBI repo rate cut

Rajendra Kumar Setia

The RBI recently reduced
thereporate. How does this
affect interest rates on
vehicle loans? Should I
expect my monthly pay-
ments to decrease? What
factors should I consider
before taking a car loan in
this scenario?

- Name withheld on request

With the RBI'sreporate cut,
we may expect lower lending
rates for home or vehicle loan.
However, it usually takes some
time for customersto see these
benefits. A few loans directly
linked to the repo rate may be
available at lower rates for new
borrowers. Aslenders adjust to
new base rates, impact of rate
cuts is transferred to custom-
ers over 3-6 months.

If you take a loan to buy a
car, keep the following factors
in mind:

Interest rates for auto loans
vary based on multiple factors
including type of vehicle (new/
used/commercial), the lend-
inginstitution (banks/NBFCs),
and borrower profile. Credit
score, income and relationship
with lender play crucial roles
indetermining your final rate.
Different lenders offer varying
rates, so it’s advisable to com-
pare multiple options

ISTOCKPHOTO
market timing.

Beyond the interest rates,
vehicle loans come with vari-
ous additional costs. These
typically include processing
fees,documentation charges,
stamp duty (varies by state),
and insurance requirements.
Some lenders offer promo-
tional waivers on certain char-
ges. Read the fine print
regarding prepayment penal-
ties and other potential char-
ges. Factor in all these costs
while comparing loan offers
from different lenders to
understand the true cost of
borrowing

ASKMINT
AUTO LOAN

Rate transmission refers to
how changes in RBI’s policy
rates reflect in retail lending
rates. Banks and NBFCs typi-
cally adjust their lending rates
gradually through their inter-
nal benchmarking systems.
The impact varies across insti-
tutions, with new loans gener-
ally receiving revised rates
sooner than existing loans

Timing car purchase needs
balancing multiple factors. Do
consider seasonal sales, festive
offers, and year-end discounts
against your immediate need.
Manufacturers often increase
pricesat the start of new calen-
daryear. However, it isimpor-
tant to base your decision on
your financial readiness and
requirementsrather thanjust

Many banks and non-bank
lenders offer competitive rates
during the monetary policy
easing cycle. There may be
additional benefits such as
zero foreclosure charges, min-
imal processing fees, and
quick loan disbursement in a
competitive scenario. For spe-
cific loan queries, contact a
vehicle loan specialist at a
bank or non-bank lender.

Rajendra Kumar Setia is the
managing director and CEO of
SK Finance Lid.

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

SEBI'S NEW RISK-ADJUSTED RETURN MANDATE: WHAT IT MEANS FOR DIY INVESTORS

POWER
POINT

We welcome your views and comments at
mintmoney@livemint.com

a consultation paper last June, emphasizing the impor-

tance of risk-adjusted return (RAR) in mutual fund invest-
ments, followed by a circular on 17 January, mandating MFs to
disclose the information ratio (IR) of each portfolio on their web-
sites daily, along with returns. The rule takes effect three months
from its issue date. While this initiative aims to help investors
make more informed decisions, a key question remains: will it
truly benefit DIY (do-it-yourself) investors—those who manage
their own portfolios without professional advisors—by enabling
them to assessrisk effectively and select the right funds?

Two MF schemes can generate identical returns yet offer vastly
different experiences due to volatility, an accepted measure of
risk. Evaluating returns without considering the risks taken to
achieve them can be misleading. Several metrics exist to measure
RAR—Sharpe, Treynor and Sortino ratios. Sebi mandated infor-

T he Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) released

mation ratio as the standardized metric for fund comparison.

Decoding information ratio: IR measures how much excess
return a fund generates over its benchmark, adjusted for volatil-
ity. Itis calculated as the difference between the portfolio return
and benchmark return, divided by the tracking error. Tracking
error represents the standard deviation of excessreturn. A higher
IR indicates a fund manager’s ability to deliver consistent excess
returnsrelative to the benchmark. IR serves asa comparative tool
rather than an absolute performance measure. Sebi’s directive
requires the Association of Mutual Funds of India (Amfi) to com-
pile IR data from all asset management companies (AMCs) and
publish it in a standardized, downloadable format.

This enables investors to assess how consistently a fund has
outperformed itsbenchmark, and which fund offers better risk-
adjusted returns. However, IR assumes that investors understand
and accept the risks associated with equity investments.

Rey considerations: While IR provides useful insights, it has
limitations. Standalone IR value holds little meaning unless com-
pared with others. The most effective use of IR is to rank funds
against one another. It also varies over time, making it unsuitable
for comparisons across different periods. Since IR is benchmark-
sensitive, funds tracking different benchmarks cannot be directly
compared. Additionally, a positive IR does not always indicate
positive returns. A fund may have a positive IR even during a mar-
ket downturn if it outperformsits declining benchmark.

Anomaly of negative IRs: A key challenge with IR, as with
many RAR metrics, is how it handles negative values. Sebi’s con-

ISTOCKPHOTO

sultation paper highlights an example where two funds, despite
their actual performance, appear misleadingly ranked.

Fund K, with an excess return of -1.11% and a tracking error of
4.08%, hasan IR of -0.27. Fund L, with an excess return of -1.49%
and atracking error of15.95%, hasan IR of -0.09. At first glance,
Fund L appears superior because -0.09 is mathematically greater
than -0.27. However, Fund K actually yielded better returns and
has lower risks, making it the preferable option.

This anomaly arises because the IR formula does not accu-

rately reflect the performance when excessreturns are negative.
Toaddress this, two approaches have been suggested. One option
istoignore the negative sign when IR is negative, but this creates

inconsistencies when comparing positive and negative IRs.
The other approach is to multiply excessreturns and tracking
errorsinstead of dividing them. Applying this method, Fund K’s
adjusted IR becomes -4.529, while Fund L’s adjusted IR is
-23.766. Under this calculation, Fund K ranks higher, accurately
reflecting its superior performance.

Information Since this anomaly exists across most
ratio mandate RAR metrics, regulatory intervention
by Sebi boosts from Sebi may be required to stan-

y dardize how negative IRs are handled.
transparency Conclusion: Sebi’'s mandate for IR
and eases fund disclosure is a step towards improving
Comparisons transparency and enabling investors to

compare fund managers more effec-

tively. However, IR alone is not
enough—it does not directly reflect the risk of capital loss and
should not be the sole basis for investment decisions.

Tomake this datamore accessible as well as actionable, online
research platforms should integrate IR alongside other key met-
rics, allowing investors to filter and compare funds with ease.

Ultimately, sound investment decisions require both dataand
judgment, and while IR is a valuable tool, it is just one part of a
broader evaluation strategy.

Saurabh Mittal is founding director of Circle Wealth Advisors
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Investor fears of abear
market: Exaggerated?

Stock indices have deflated and corporate earning frailties make many prices still look too

high. This correction is good. It's just that irrationality, like prices, can also go both ways

ndia’s stock markets have taken a beating,

the BSE Sensex having come down by more

than 10,000 points from its peak last Sep-

tember. The broader market has fared

worse, as the sharpest slide was in small-cap

stocks, less severe in mid-caps and rela-
tively modest among big companies. While
weakening market indices disappoint millions
of investors, especially those who joined the
action inrecent years, this is not a disaster. It
reflects neither a fundamental problem with
our economy, nor any structural flaw in capital
markets. Rather, this correction represents the
squeezing out of excess. Four factors had con-
spired to inflate equity prices: one, an influx of
external liquidity arising from easy-money
policies aimed at pandemic reliefin the rich
world; two, investor funds diverted to India by
economic problems in China and some other
emerging markets; three, euphoria over India’s
erowth prospects, stoked by last year’s election
outcome; and four, a structural shift in the sav-
ing behaviour of our middle class, which swung
away from the safety of bank deposits to
embrace equities, either directly or via mutual
funds. The resultant deluge of money pushed
stock prices way above levels justified by their
price-earning multiples.

The first three elements of that combination
have petered out and our stock market has
sobered up. Is that such abad thing? If we set
aside the sentimental hope that stocks offer a
one-way ticket to easyriches, this pullback s
welcome. The function of capital marketsis to
allocate financial resources efficiently among
various sectors. Inflated equity prices result in
capital being misallocated. The excess we
underwent isillustrated by the incident last
August of a two-wheeler dealership’s X12-crore

initial public offering (IPO) being showered
with 34,800 crore worth of applications. When
shares trade at sky-high multiples of annual
earnings per share, it shows that people are
buying them without looking at business pros-
pects, but in the hope that a ‘greater fool’ would
buy them at even higher prices, letting them
make a quick buck. Once this becomes a larger
trend, companies find they can raise much
more money than what’s warranted by their
ability to generate value. In the process, money
gets diverted away from businesses that may
better deserve funds. Irrational exuberance,
thus, gets in the way of what’s best for the econ-
omy. For funds to find their way to investment
avenues that deploy it well, overpriced shares
are a hindrance. We are better off with stock
tickers going red if it expels the excess.

At what point will post-correction market
prices be judged reasonable again? On average,
the BSE’s LargeCap index may have reached
that level, going by prices as aratio of earnings,
while its SmallCap index still looks too high and
MidCap index less so. The important part is
whether quick-buck investors have begun to
view stocks the way they should—as invest-
ments with varied risk-return profiles, rather
than mere casino-style punts. The worry is that
some retail punters will be so put offby falling
prices that they’ll opt for a clean exit from the
market instead of focusing on what stocks are
worth once asset inflation isreversed. There is
no hard-and-fast valuation rule, but, by and
large, share prices must go up in sync with
profit potential. To the extent such rationality
drives the market, we have reason to be opti-
mistic over where it is headed. But then, we
cannot dismiss the odds of a tight bear hug
either. Irrationality can go both ways too.
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India needs an education system
that helps with life experiences

Apprenticeship-based learning can develop real-world capacities if we fix our educational mindset

is CEO of Azim Premji Foundation.

Imost every field of work needs

three kinds of capacities: techni-

cal, social-human and opera-
tional. Their mix required in any field is
determined by the nature of the work in
that field, which becomes clear when
we examine the role of the person at
the frontline of work. In education,
teachers form the frontline, and their
role requires all three capacities. Soft-
ware coders, who are at the frontline of
the IT world, mostly require technical
capacities and a few social-human
capacities. The frontline politician’s
role is also complex, as it requires social-
human and operational capacities in
ample measure, though the typical
political leader does not need technical
capacities to match a teacher’s.

This inherent nature of each field has
profound implications. People, both
individually and in groups, are unpre-
dictable and have varying behaviour.
They are often inconsistent, and
change, not only across long periods of
time, but even in short intervals. All this
has direct implications for operational
requirements because operations are
often about getting things done with
people, including managing your own
self. Even aside from this people-driven
complexity, all operations are context-
and environment-dependent.

So, while most technical matters can
be codified into knowledge that can be
taught and used, it is very hard to do

that for any of the social-human and
operational stuff. It is also equally
impossible to do it for that part of tech-
nical knowledge which is about ‘know-
how’ and not ‘know-what.” For example,
which vaccine is to be injected, why and
when, vis-a-vis how it must be done.

This underlying reality led to a near
comical standoffin a recent meeting. In
agroup of 30 people, eight were MBAs
from one of the five top business
schools in India, each with over 25 years
of career success. The non-MBAs were
keen on developing an educational pro-
gramme like the MBA for the social sec-
tor. The MBAs were united in opposi-
tion to that idea because “the educa-
tional value of the MBA is near zero.”

The gist of their life experience was
that asan education, the MBA degree
gave them very little of use later in life,
other than specific technical skills such
asaccounting. Almost every capacity
they found useful, they only learnt later
asthey became practising managers;
most of it being about people and opera-
tions. The MBAs were not undermining
the MBA programme’s value, as the cre-
dential could open doors, allow access
towide and deep networks, and grant
social and economic opportunities. But
itdid not help develop the capacities
needed at work.

Thisisnot a fault or limitation of MBA
programmes in particular. The problem
afflicts most education that prepares
people for work lives that require tech-
nical ‘know-how’ and social-human or
operational capacities. Our standard
classroom-based model of education
cannot develop these adequately.
Developing them requires actual expe-
rience, and learning from that, which
works even better if someone helps the
learner learn and the organizational or
institutional backdrop has been set up
especially for that learning.

Thisisnot anovel insight. Most
practitioners recognize that classroom
learning prioritizes conceptual and
abstract learning at the expense of
hands-on know-how. This is an educa-

10 DEARS GO

PAYHKETOAVERAGE | TCSfles FIR
10.6%THIS YEAR in ayoffs

Firms see

areformist

tional dogma reflected in institutional
structures and the curricular approach.
To counter it, most such programmes
have mechanisms like exposure to work
sites, live projects and internships.

But all of this seems ineffective, so
cries have arisen for education that’s
more practical and skill-oriented, with
closer industry links. Improvements on
these alone may not help. We must
address three difficulties—problems
ofimagination, resources and what I
call leakages.’

The problem of imagination is that
we have institutionalized all learning.
Institutional settings cannot provide
the active life experience needed to
develop these capacities. The appren-
ticeship model is most effective for this
kind of learning. An even deeper issue is
what constitutes useful knowledge. Our
educational system privileges abstract
and theoretical knowledge as more val-
uable. This sets up a power hierarchy of
knowledge, significantly controlled by
institutions. Thus our institutional
imaginations are trapped in a ‘chakra-
vyul’ with no clear way out ofit.

Thisraises the resource problem. The
scale of resources needed to convert
teacher education from today’s B.Ed
system or management education from
the MBA system to an apprentice-based
one is prohibitive. It would take a one-
on-one teacher-apprentice ratio, and
that too in awork-scape with its associ-
ated costs, instead of the standard one-
to-many ratio that keeps costs low.

The third factor, leakage, is well
known to economists. In a context
where exit barriers are low and people
can easily leave one job for a ‘better’
one, organizations do not have an
incentive to invest heavily in education,
especially in apprentice models. An
organization that invests may end up
helping a competitor. So we have a
Catch-22: only institutionalized settings
like business schools can take on educa-
tional costs, but they cannot really teach
what matters most. How could this be
resolved? Much depends on it.
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If you weaponize currency
enough times, other
countries will stop using it.

ELON MUSK

Dollar-free trade is an idea whose time hasn’t yet come

MADAN SABNAVIS

is chief economist, Bank of
Baroda, and author of
‘Corporate quirks: The darker
side of the sun’

he return to the US White House of
Donald Trump has already generated
market volatility, given hisratheridio-
syncratic stance on tariffs. A threat has also
been made that the US will increase tariffs on
the Brics group of countries if they dealt in
any currency other than the dollar. But can
countriesreally work without the dollar? In
this context, we should analyse how global
payments are transacted by countries.
Global talk of de-dollarization intensified
afterthe US put an embargo on all of Russia’s
dollarassetsin 2022. There is, hence, a pal-
pable worry that any country on the wrong
side of the US would risk such an embargo,
besides punitive tariffs. The larger concern
is that Washington may freeze the dollar
assets of a country it chooses to punish. As
most countries hold a significant part of
their forexreservesin US government debt,
thisis no small fear. The forex assets of Rus-
sia being impounded could be treated as a
sovereign default by the US. This explains
why de-dollarization is back in discussion.

Presently, based on International Mone-
tary Fund (IMF) data, 59% of global forex
reservesare held in US dollars, followed by
almost 20% in euros. The yen and pound
account for 5.5% and 4.9%, respectively,
while the balance is spread across the ren-
minbiand Canadian and Australian dollars,
each with shares of 2-3%. In the early 2000s,
right after the euro came into existence, the
ratios were more skewed towards the US
dollar—it had a 71% share and the euro 18%.
The euro ascended till 2009, peaking at 28%
before declining post the euro crisis.

Next, let us look at the forex reserves of
countries. As 0f2022, the global pile of non-
gold forex assets was dominated by China,
with $3.2 trillion, followed by Japan with $1.2
trillion. Switzerland, Taiwan and India were
the next three, followed by Saudi Arabia,
Russia, Korea, Brazil and Singapore. There
isalotofmoneylocked up in dollar assets. In
an extreme situation, all or some of these
assets could be impounded, which is reason
enough to diversify forex holdings to include
assets in other currencies, besides gold.

The dollar retained global acceptance
after the Bretton Woods agreements col-
lapsed in the 70s. It dropped its promise of
conversion to gold in 1971, but as the IMF’s
Special Drawing Rights (SDRs) lost rele-

vance, the greenback consolidated its posi-
tion as the world’s default reserve currency.
The central requirement for any currency to
act as a global anchor is that it should be in
plentiful supply. So dollars have to be made
available on an ongoing basis for countries to
hold. For this to happen, the US has to run
large fiscal and trade defi-
cits forever, so that bonds
are issued and subscribed
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US hastorun trade deficits, not surpluses, or
else global claims on the country would be
negative. In November 2024, foreign entities
held $8.6 trillion of the US government’s
total debt of around $36 trillion. Another
$3.5 trillion was held by Japan, China, the
UK, Luxembourg and Cayman Islands.

The world is

The euro was to act asasubstitute, but has
had limited success. The eurozoneisa group
of 20 European nations with acommon cur-
rency. Astheir collective GDPis around $15
trillion, compared with the US figure of
about $27 trillion, the eurozone is financially
powerful. But that alone does not make the
euro a rival to the dollar
across the world.

To qualify as an anchor

the renminbi are largely

confined to countries with

which it has special relations, like Russia and

North Korea. Beyond that, the renminbi’s

acceptability is limited. Therefore, even

though China’s share in global trade is 11%,

most transactions remain in hard curren-
cies, with the dollar being dominant.

Also, the issuer country’s credit rating is

important. The US and eurozone have AA+
and AAA ratings. This makes dollar and euro
bonds more acceptable. The Indian rupee
faces a challenge here, given India’s lower
credit rating, even though its economic per-
formance in the past few years has been
exceptional. There isanatural tendency for
emerging markets to score low on this count.

Creating a Brics currency is an option, but
given that member countries are disparate,
with differing styles of governance in both
the political and economic spheres, finding
common ground would be difficult. The
euro may fit the bill, but the absence of a
common treasury and lack of a unified Euro-
pean bond market are drawbacks. SDRs can
be another option, though these face
another set of challenges. Cryptocurrency
too has been spoken of. But its opacity and
control by anonymous entities go against it.

Therefore, de-dollarization can work only
if countries form trade groups and use their
own currencies for settlement. The accept-
ance of these outside these zones will remain
uncertain. In other words, there isno getting
away from the existing matrix of currencies.
And for the next few years, at least, the US
dollar will continue to be the world’s anchor
currency. There isno alternative.

Views are personal.
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Enlarged energy supplies from
Americashould serve India well

We will gain from a more-efficient market for oil and gas even as our stance on a green transition gains greater legitimacy

is chairman, Petroleum and Natural Gas
Regulatory Board.

he energetic kick-off of new policies by

the US administration under President

Donald Trump has shaken if not stirred

the global economic cauldron a fair bit

already, and continues to do so with

much vigour. What began as levies on
Chinese imports and on neighbouring countries
Canada and Mexico has now begun to rapidly
engulfthe world. The US has articulated its intent:
it wants a levelling-up over import levies imposed
by others on American goods, the development of
its domestic manufacturing industry, and to push
ahead with fossil-fuel mercantilism.

Thus far, the world’s response has ranged from
trade skirmishes to capitulation, marked by
intense sabre rattling. For example, the Trump
administration suspended its 25% levy on goods
from Canada and Mexico for amonth. Inreturn,
Mexico agreed to provide more boots on the
ground to secure its US border against cross-overs
by illegal immigrants. On the other hand, China
hasretaliated with both tariffs as well as non-tariff
measures, like anti-monopoly investigations on
Google and export controls on certain metals.
Trade conflagrations have heightened with
affected nations issuing threats of potential
retaliation, while the Trump administration
refuses torelent.

The situation is fluid. The nature of this looming
trade war is unprecedented on many dimensions.
One of them is the way that energy markets will
get affected. China has levied import tariffs on US
fossil fuels—natural gas, coal and oil.

Europe, which imports a substantial portion of
American LNG exports, is considering a price cap
on gas, which potentially undermines Europe’s
Title Transfer Facility, the main clearing house for
gas-price settlements, and could lead suppliers to
look for other exchanges outside Europe to settle
gasdeals.

So, it appears that global energy pricing is get-
ting more deeply enmeshed in local economic
imperatives as much as it encourages larger
regional and bilateral arrangements between
countries. As aresult, we might witness renewed
formations or newer alignments.

What might be the impact of US tariffimposi-
tions and retaliatory moves (be it in the form of
challenges or submission) on the Indian energy
sector?

Let us examine it through three lenses. First, the
availability of oil and gas in global energy markets.
Thisis pertinent since India imports nearly 87% of
its oil needs and more than halfits natural gas con-
sumption. Second, the source of these supplies:
will these witness a shift? After all, there are likely
to be new direct arrangements with the US, and
there could be indirect effects on account of trade
movements triggered by other nations. Currently,
the Gulf countries are India’s main suppliers of

both oil and gas (while a limited volume of LNG is
sourced from the US). Third, how does the Trump
administration’s repudiation of the global climate
agenda and walking out of the Paris Agreement
impact our own climate action?

The Trump administration’s decision to lift the
US suspension of fresh export permits for new
LNG terminals holds promise for a better-supplied
global gas market. American gasis largely an
‘associated’ product that emerges along with crude
oil. Hence, improved finances on the back of
increased gas exports would increase the viability
of crude oil production as well. Thanks in part to its
‘fracking’ revolution, the US is already the world’s
largest oil and gas producer. This improves our
energy security position, as it reduces the impact of
Opec’s production cuts to bolster oil prices.

Moving on to the sourcing of supplies, India has
made it clear that it will henceforth be purchasing
more gas and oil from the US. While we have
imported significant crude volumes asrecently as
in 2022, shipments dropped substantially after
Russian supplies became cheaper.

It remains to be seen how the pricing of US
supplies takes shape, especially compared to that
of'its Gulf competitors, which cart it across shorter
distances. For US crude oil (and LNG) supplies to
reach Indian shores, the landed price will largely
have to be competitive. It helps that high ocean
freight costs from the US are largely offset by
the lower prices of US hydrocarbon benchmarks,
both West Texas Intermediate rates (for crude oil)
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and Henry Hub rates (for natural gas).

Furthermore, in global energy markets, swaps
are often resorted to as a way to secure greater
efficiency. For example, our public-sector gas
major Gas Authority of India Ltd (GAIL) is already
seeking swap deals for LNG supplies from the US,
wherein gasis supplied to buyers in countries near
the US landmass, and GAIL, in turn, gets to realize
equivalent supplies from the cargo contracted by
them from sources closer to India.

Enhanced LNG supplies from the US-based
Henry Hub exchange will herald a tectonic shift in
long established markers prevalent in various parts
ofthe world. Europe’s Title Transfer Facility, for
example, is likely to be impacted. It could even
mean a diminished role for the Japanese Crude
Cocktail and Japan Korea Marker for supplies in
the Asian region, particularly Japan and Korea.

Another aspect of American intervention con-
cerns the future of the world’s energy transition
pathways in the face of climate change. The Trump
administration’s approach could provide India
greater global legitimacy for its stated position—
that of pursuing a transition that underscores
reliable and affordable energy supplies to domestic
consumers. Hence, the use of coal continues for
the generation of electricity, while we also make
sustained efforts to add renewable-energy capacity
in the country.

Allin all, the US administration’s energetic
moves augur well for India.

These are the author’s personal views.

Wiait: Did Microsoft just admit
that AI could dumb us down?

It released a study on Al-led skill atrophy. Is this good marketing?

is a Bloomberg Opinion columnist covering
technology.

icrosoft plans to spend $80 billion

on artificial intelligence (AI) this

year, reinforcing its position as a
leading vendor. So why did it publish a
research paper showing an erosion of criti-
cal-thinking skills among workers using
Generative Al tools such as ChatGPT?
Genuine scientific inquiry? More likely, it
wants to keep ahead of the curve as Al dis-
rupts certain jobs, and ensure that its tools
remain useful to businesses. Ata time when
Big Techisracing to make Al models big-
ger, that’sagood approach to the industry’s
business model and its social outcomes.

The study, carried out with researchers
at Carnegie Mellon University, surveyed
319 knowledge workers on how they used
Al,including a teacher generating images
fora presentation about hand-washing to
her students using DALL-E 2 and a com-
modities trader generating strategies using
ChatGPT. Theresearchers found a striking
pattern: The more participants trusted AL
for certain tasks, the less they practised
those skills, such as writing, analysis and
critical evaluations. As a result, they self-
reported an atrophy of those skills. Several
said they started to doubt their abilities to
perform tasks such as verifying grammar in
text or composing legal letters, which led
them to accept whatever GenAl gave them.

And they were even less likely to practise
their skills when there was time pressure.
“Insales, Imustreach a certain quota daily
orrisklosing my job,” one respondent said.
“Ergo, Iuse Al to save time and don’t have
much room to ponder over the result.”

A similar study by Anthropic, which
looked at how people were using its Al
model Claude, found that the top skill
exhibited by the chatbot in conversations
was “critical thinking.”

This paints the picture of a future where
professional workers become managers of
AT'soutput, rather than originators ofideas
and content. OpenAl’s IDeep Research
model, which costs $200 a month, can con-
ductresearch across the internet, scouring
images, PDFsand text, to produce detailed
reports with citations.

Oneresultis that cognitive work is going
to transform, according to a 12 February
note to investors from Deutsche Bank.
“Humans will be rewarded for asking their
Al agent the right questions, in the right
way, and then using their judgment to
assessand iterate on the answers,” research
analyst Adrian Cox writes. “Much of the
rest of the cognitive process will be off-
loaded.” As frightening as that sounds,
consider that Socrates once worried that
writing would lead to the erosion of mem-

Microsoft may be aiming to position itself
as a promoter of responsible Al use. rReuTers

ory, that calculators were once expected to
kill our math skills and that GPS navigation
would leave us hopelessly lost without our
phones. That last one might be somewhat
true, but by and large humans have found
other uses for their brains when they out-
source their thinking, even if our math and
navigating skillsbecome lazier.

What makes Al different? It encroaches
on a much broader part of our cognition.
We're putin positions to think critically far
more often than we are to calculate sums or
chartroutes—whether crafting a sensitive
email or deciding what to flag to our boss in
areport. That could leave uslessable to do
core professional work, or more vulnerable
to propaganda. And it leads back to the
question of why Microsoft—which makes
money from sales of OpenAI's GPT mod-
els—published these findings.

There’saclueinthereportitself, where
the authors note that they risk creating
products “that donot address workers’real
needs,” if they don’'t know how knowledge
workers use Al, and how their brains work
when they do. Ifasalesmanager’s thinking
skills go downbhill by using Microsoft’s Al
products, the quality of their work might
decline too.

A fascinating finding in Microsoft’s
study was that the more people were confi-
dentinthe abilities of their Al tool, the less
likely they were to double-check its output.
Given that Al still has a tendency to halluci-
nate, that raises the risk of poor-quality
work. What happens when employers start
noticing a decline in performance? They
might blame it on the worker—but they
might also blame it on the AI, which would
be bad for Microsoft.

Tech companies have loudly marketed
Al as atool that will ‘augment’ our intelli-
gence, not replace it, as this study seems to
suggest. So the lesson for Microsoft is in
how it aims future products, not in making
them more powerful, but in somehow
designing them to enhance rather than
erode human capabilities.

Perhaps, forinstance, ChatGPT and its
ilk can prod its users to come up with their
own original thoughts once in a while. If
they do not, businesses could end up with
workforces that can do more with less, but
are also left clueless if their newfound effi-
ciency issending them in the wrong direc-

tions. ©BLOOMBERG

Marketing in the age of AI: Let humans stay in charge

BIJU DOMINIC

is chief evangelist, Fractal
Analytics.

ill artificial intelligence (AI)

agents take over the marketing

functions of an enterprise? Will
conducting market research, unearthing
consumer insights (and new product ideas),
making pricing decisions and developing
evocative advertising campaigns be taken
over by Al agents?

In my career, one of the most successful
advertising campaigns [ was part of was the
‘dishum dishum’ campaign for Pepsodent
toothpaste. Iremember the various stages of
developing that campaign.

For several years, the key thought that
drove Pepsodent’s advertising campaigns
was that they should always have some new
news about the brand. So, the latest findings
of the company’sresearch and development
(R&D) team were almost always projected in
the brand’s ad campaigns. Those days, I had
justbegun understanding the human brain’s
functioning. Even my early readings on the
brain convinced me that this vital organisan
energy-optimizing machine and not inter-

ested in processing new knowledge. Armed
with this newfound learning from brain sci-
ences, [ presented anew advertising strategy
for Pepsodent. It was a single-slide presenta-
tion. Since the core position taken by Pepso-
dent in the market had been as a germ-
fighter for a long time, I suggested that we
focus on strengthening this positioning and
not be distracted by fresh news.

I recall the marketing head’s reaction to
my suggestion of changing our focus away
from new news. He crumbled the printout
of my presentation and asked me, “Do you
think by moving away from our past prac-
tices, we will achieve the market share gain
we are looking for?” He got up in apparent
anger, threw the crumbled paper on the
table and left the room. As he was leaving, I
shouted back at him, “Compared to your old
strategy, this strategy will sell at least one
pack more of Pepsodent”.

The next day, the marketing head called
me. “You guys are right,” he said, “Let’s go
back to focusing on the core positioning of
the brand.”

Tounearth an evocative insight foranew
campaign, my team and I met lots of young
mothers, the brand’s core target audience.
They had the same thing to say: Responsible
mothers make sure that their kids do not eat

sweet foods that spoil their teeth; and that a
toothpaste that fights germs for along time
is a good one. These truisms I had heard
hundreds of times, but one cannot develop
an evocative campaign based on them. Just
then, I heard one woman say something dif-
ferent, “I do not want to be a policewoman
monitoring my child’s eat-

ize the brand benefit better.” Taking a cue
from Hindi film soundtracks, the new brand
campaign (httpsy/tinyurl.com/sj6nrmdt)
revolved around the words ‘dishum dishum,
and of course the insight that emanated from
therandom statement of amother.

Could an AT agent have created that cam-

paign?

ing habits all the time. " Sure, with multiple
Occasionally, Il donot mind The consumers agents, debates on the
weet food he wants 1o MMIN s far too  [UelE S ot
eat.” But she revised her Butwould an Al agent have
stance immediately: “No, I Complex for recognized the deficiencies
dortwntiogiebinieo  today’s Al inhumn percepion
my mother-in-law Wili agents to ures borrovyed. frgm the
scold me for not taking world of Hindi cinema?
care of my child’s teeth.” extract tru Iy The most critical question

I felt there was some-
thing interesting in that
random statement. But I
was not confident enough.
When I reached office the next day, I told
Balki (R. Balakrishnan), my creative director,
about thiswomen'’s off-hand statement. He
said, “Wow thisis brilliant.” Further, he said,
“Itis easy to say ‘Pepsodent fights germs for
alongtime.’ But no one has seen germs, nor
thisfight. We need to get mothers to visual-

useful insights

is whether, while looking
forabig consumer insight,
an Al agent would have
given greater weightage to
the statements of thousands of mothers, or
to an outlier, the half-finished sentence of
only one mother?

Marketing is a science and an art. Every
brand campaign must be honest to the core
benefit offered by the brand. But with so
many competing brands promising to take

care of that evolutionary need, each brand
must differentiate itself. Yet, every brand
must be consistent in the position it adopts,
which could mean searching for new inter-
pretations of it for every new campaign.
Marketing is the art of setting a brand apart
from other brands (and often from its own
past), while adhering to its core positioning.
Can Al agents, which are powered only with
past data, manage this subtle but crucial
dichotomy within the marketing function?
There might be few who believe that an
ideal advertisement for Pepsodent would
justdisplay the pack shot with the headline,
“Fights germs for along time.” To add per-
suasive power, perhaps a blurb could say,
“20% discount.” Those who think this is
what persuasive brand communicationisall
about may well be pleased to let Al agents
step in and take charge of ad campaigns.
However, there are also many marketers
who believe that persuasive brand commu-
nication is all about understanding deeper
butrarely articulated emotional conflictsin
the consumer’s mind, and then creatively
positioning the brand to resolve a key con-
flict. These are the people who develop ad
strategies that break the clutter and get a
point across. To serve these marketers, Al
agents will have to evolve much more.
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The many screen lives
of William S. Burroughs

Luca Guadagnino’s film
Queer is the latest to
feature an avatar of the
Beat icon and seminal
American writer
William S. Burroughs

AdityaManijha

feedback@livemint.com

uca Guadagnino understands the

poetry of human bodies in motion,

the raw frisson offered by both

conflict and convergence. His ten-

nisdrama Challengers (2024) was
a great advertisement for this quality, as is his
latest, Queer (now streaming on Mubi). The film
isbased on the eponymous 1985 novella by the
American writer William S. Burroughs (1914~
1997). Almost as a counterpoint to the absorbing
physicality of his films, there’s a poignant
moment when Eugene Allerton (Drew Starkey)
tells hisolderlover, American expatriate Will-
iam Lee (Daniel Craig) that he’snot queer, he’s
“disembodied”. This is especially moving con-
sidering everything going on in the story with
Lee and by extension, Burroughs (“William
Lee” was a frequent authorial stand-in). His
physical dependence on heroin and morphine
issobad it'smaking him shit blood. He’s desper-
ately searching for yage, a psychedelic sub-
stance that he believes will help him ‘transcend’
the body and open hitherto untapped reservoirs
of spiritual potential.

Craig’s mesmerizing performance as Lee/
Burroughs reminds us of justhow much we lost
in the 15 years he was tethered to the James
Bond franchise. Is there even one moment in
any of his Bond movies that rivals the eroticism
of Nirvana’s ‘Come As You Are’ playing while
Lee/Burroughs does the classic movie-star
walk? He’s now the fifth actor to portray Bur-
roughs, the others being Peter Weller in David
Cronenberg’s Naked Lunch (1991), Kiefer Sut-
herland in Garry Malkow’s Beat (2000), Viggo
Mortensen in Walter Salles’ On the Road (2012)
and Ben Foster in John Krokidas’ Kill Your Dar-
lings (2013). Weller and Sutherland had lead
rolesin their films while Mortensen and Foster’s
can be called extended cameos.

Alongside Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg,
William S. Burroughs was one of the principal
figures associated with the Beat movement of
the1950s and 60s. His ‘anti-novel’ Naked Lunch
(1959) is considered one of the pioneering post-
modern texts, the story of opioid addict William
Lee who travels to the surreal ‘Interzone’ and
stumbles into working for the shadowy ‘Islam
Inc. (inspired by the author’s experiences living
in the Tangier International Zone, where he
witnessed the Moroccan Nationalist Movement
up close). The novel featured examples of Bur-
roughs’ ‘cut-up’ technique, wherein a pre-pre-
pared text is chopped up and rearranged to cre-
ate a new entity, centering the element of
chance in the literary process.

His early works, like the autobiographical
novel Junkie (1953) and the nonfiction book
The Yage Letters (1963), are some of the most
forthright, unsentimental depictions of addic-
tion. In the 70s and 80s, Burroughs wrote “The
Red Night Trilogy’, culminating in The West-
ern Lands (1987) which united several lifelong
obsessions — drugs, hallucinations, Eastern
spiritual traditions, the afterlife and, of course,

writer’s block. In the 80s and 90s, Burroughs
also made the shift from counterculture icon
to the mainstream-end-of-the-alternative,
reading from Naked Lunch on Saturday Night
Live in198l, doing a Nike ad in 1994 and lend-
ing his voice to the Edgar Allan Poe-inspired
video game The Dark
Eyein1995.

Out of the onscreen
depictions of Bur-
roughs/Lee, Kill Your
Darlings and On the
Road were mostly
concerned with his

There is a seminal event from
Burroughs' life that Naked
Lunch, Beat and Queer have
shown as their climactic scenes

called in the film and the book) was a drug- sha-
man, a distinctly American oracle, and to the
other Beatniks, the platonic ideal of the writer-
as-nomad. Ben Foster was diligent but much
less effective in Kill Your Darlings, although the
film itself'soared thanksto an electric perform-
ance by Michael C.
Hall (Dexter) as David
Kammerer, a man
who used the libera-
tory sexual ethos of
the Beat Generation
as cover for grooming
avulnerable teenager.

engagement with the

Beat writers — the leads in these films were
Allen Ginsberg (Daniel Radcliffe) and Jack Ker-
ouac (Sam Riley), respectively. On the Road sees
Viggo Mortensen imbuing the role of Bur-
roughs with mystique. “Old Bull Lee” (as he is

The pick of the lot,
and the film most in sync with Burroughs’ liter-
ary style aswell as his life, is David Cronenberg’s
Naked Lunch (1991). Instead of a straight adapta-
tion of the novel, Cronenberg intercut (‘cut up’,
even) scenes from the book with scenes from

Burroughs’ real life, all given the signature
Cronenbergian waking-nightmare treatment.
And Peter Weller, who would later get typecast
asan eccentric TV villain wasimmense as Bur-
roughs. The twitchiness, the nervous energy
and the generational intellect — Weller never
had to try hard to communicate any of these
traits to the audience.

There is a seminal event from Burroughs’ life
that Naked Lunch, Beat and Queer have all
depicted as their climactic scenes. In 1951, Bur-
roughs accidentally killed his partner, 28-year-
old writer Joan Vollmer, in a game of “William
Tell’ gone wrong. The duo would often perform
the stunt—Burroughs shooting a glass oft Voll-
mer’s head—asa parlour trick at dinner parties.
The incident left a lifelong impression on Bur-
roughsand he frequently credited it as the rea-
son he became a writer. The film Beat depicts
this with the twee sentimentality of a true-crime
thriller, Courtney Love playing Vollmer to Sut-
herland’s Burroughs. Naked Lunch actually
takes two bites at the William Tell apple, with
the scenes bookending the film very effectively
indeed — one scene taking place in the ‘Inter-
zone’, the other in the real world.

Here again, Queer distinguishesitself with the
way Guadagnino has staged and shot this scene.
Allerton, after dying, vanishes in Lee/Bur-
roughs’s arms, who then vanishes into thin air
himself. The earlier scene about Allerton feeling
“disembodied” is elevated even further thanks
to the magicrealism of this climactic moment.
We then see an aged Lee/Burroughs in bed with
astill-young Allerton. Thisisneither a straight-
forwardly romantic story nor an outright trag-
edy but something considerably stranger, like
Burroughs’ own work. In a 1954 letter to Jack
Kerouac, Burroughs wrote, “There isno inten-
sity of love or feeling that does not involve the
risk of crippling hurt. It is a duty to take this risk,
to love and feel without defense or reserve.”
Queeris afilm that embodies this sentiment in
more ways than one.

25 years later,
South Korean
film resonates

Joint Security Area dealt with the
division of the Korean peninsula

Agencies
feedback@livemint.com

to make a movie about friendship between North and
South Korean soldiers, striking box office gold and begin-
ning hisactors’ ascent to global stardom.

Relations between the two Koreas have since plunged, with
Pyongyang renouncing its long-held goal of unification and last
week destroying a venue that traditionally hosted reunions of
families separated by decades of divisions.

Park said his smash hit Joint Security Area still strikes a chord
a quarter of a century later. “It is a sad reality that this movie’s
themes still resonate with the younger generation,” he told
reportersin Seoul this month. “I hope that by the 50th anniver-
sary, we will be able to discuss it as just a story from the past.”

The film is widely regarded as a masterpiece of South Korean
cinema and its cast members have gone on to wider success,
including Squid Game actor Lee Byung-hun and Song Kang-ho
from Oscar-winning Parasite.

But when he set out to make it, Park was far from a promi-
nent director. His first two feature films flopped. Desperate for
success, Park delved into one of the most sensitive topics: the
decades-long division of the Korean peninsula. At the time,
Park feared that his tale of inter-Korean bonding could fall foul
of laws banning the “glorification” of the communist-run

North. “We prepared ourselves” for

T wenty-five years ago, director Park Chan-wook risked jail

The film is set the prospect of being jailed, he told

: _ reporters.

i(rllltO};ﬁezt‘[Is‘g Stri But history was on his side. Three
e, P months before the film’s September

of land leldlng 2000 release, then-South Korean

the Korean president Kim Dae-jung held a his-

peninsula toric summit with his North Korean

counterpart Kim Jong Il in Pyong-

yang. Against the backdrop of that
reconciliation, Joint Security Area swept almost all domestic
film awards that year. It was also nominated for best film at the
Berlin film festival and became South Korea’s highest-grossing
movie up to then.

The filmissetin the eponymous Joint Security Area, located
inside the Demilitarized Zone, the 250-kilometre-long strip of
land that divides the Korean peninsula. It is among the most
heavily fortified areas on the planet—and the only place where
soldiers from the North and South stand face to face. The tragic
film tells the story of secret friendships that form after two North
Korean troops assist a South Korean soldier who accidentally
steps on a landmine, leading them to bond over South Korean
pop music and chocolate desserts.

South Korea has since established itself as a global cultural
powerhouse. Some credit Joint Security Area with laying the
groundwork. The film was a “driving force behind the creation
of films in the Korean cinema industry that combine the
director’s artistic vision with commercial viability,” said Jerry
Kyoungboum Ko, head of film business for CJ ENM, the South
Korean studio that distributed the movie.

Park said he is often asked when the film is shown abroad if it
was shot at the real-life JSA, also known as Panmunjom. “I would
alwaysrespond by saying that if we could have filmed at the actual
location, this film might not have been necessary at all.”

A unigque food festival that pairs chefs and visual artists

The Gathering offers a
sensorial storytelling
experience around
communities, ingredients
and techniques

Avantika Bhuyan
avantika.bhuyan@htlive.com

immersive dining experience has seen

many novel formats and innovations.
Now, a unique festival, The Gathering, is
bringing a new kind of interdisciplinarity
toboth the culinary and the visual arts by
pairing chefs with artists. These nine pairs
are creating nine exclusive pop-up restau-
rants, featuring five courses for 20 guests
persitting, to offer a sensorial storytelling
experience. Chef Viraf Patel and Alex
Davis take the guests on a journey to the
future, wherein the rising sealevels have
transformed ways of living on Earth.
Through “The Last Harvest’, the duo are
conceptualising a world in which the way
we think about and approach food has
changed forever.

Tobe held between 21-23 February at
the Travancore House, Delhi, The Gath-
ering has been curated by Sushmita Sar-
mah and Prasad Ramamurthy. The event

I n the last few years, the concept of the

has been divided into three segments:
explorers, or global expressions of
regional cooking; the innovators that are
pushing culinary boundaries; and the
conservators preserving culinary tradi-
tions. Some of the pairings include Prat-
eek Sadhu and Aradhana Seth, Regi
Mathew and Vinu Daniel, Adwait Anant-
war and Devika Narain, Amninder San-
dhu and Ekarth Studio, Anumitra Ghosh
Dastidar and Archana Hande, and Vanika
Choudhary and Punit Jasuja.

The festival offers a sensorial storytel-
ling experience. Often while eating a plate
of food, we don’t know the story behind it.
Sarmah, founder of the events company
C.A.B.Experiences, and co-curator Ram-
amurthy have tried to offer an immersive
experience featuring chefs and artists to
build on histo-cultural themes that go
beyond just food.

Chef Amninder Sandhu and Neha Jain
of Ekarth Studio are looking at conserva-
tion from a community perspective. Their
concept, ‘Around the Campfire’, draws
from the chef’s childhood years in Jorhat,
Assam, when her uncle would organise
outdoor picnics and teach her how to cook
fish and game over an open fire.

Sandhuis known for bringing together
naturally sourced ingredients in slow
cooked dishes made on an open fire at her
restaurants, be it Bawri in Goa or Palaash
located in the wilderness near the Tipesh-

‘Terra Firma' by Chef Auroni Mookerjee and Sonal Sawant.

war forest. When she was approached for
The Gathering and the curators suggested
Ekarth Studio as a collaborator, Sandhu
felt that it was a perfect fit.

When Jain heard Sandhu’s story of
going fishing and picnicking with her
uncle, she immediately got down to cre-
ating that environment. “We needed to
come up with ways of transporting

guests to that campfire site within the
environs of the Travancore Palace,”
elaborates Jain. “So, we have translated
Chef Amninder’s memory of the north-
eastregion in design and materiality by
creating abamboo structure around the
dining table.”

People walk into the structure and get
seated around an island. The whole feel

isblack and raw. “We will all be wearing
white, with the headgear inspired by the
traditional Assamese gamcha,” explains
Sandhu. The ingredients too celebrate
the north-east, with courses featuring the
Manipuri black rice, Sophie berry from
Meghalaya, mejenga leaves, guti aloo,
pink sticky rice, and more. Sandhu is fea-
turing pithas in the dessert course and
ending the meal with the traditional
paan-tamul.

If Sandhu and Jain have focused on the
eclectic produce of the north-east, Chef
Auroni Mookerjee and Sonal Sawant are
celebrating the cultural significance of the
pukur, or pond, in rural Bengal. “You have
Himalayas to the north, beachfronts as
you approach Odisha, mangrovesin Sun-
derbans, the Rarh region, which is an
extension of the Chhota Nagpur plateau.
I have been exploring produce in all of
these areas, and have come torealise that
the pukur is common to each of them,”
elaborates Mookerjee.

That idearesonated with Sawant, a pro-
duction designer for ads and feature films.
She drew on the different elements that
make up the ecosystem—therich foliage
that grows around it, the fish, the ingredi-
ents that make their way into the village
kitchens. “You get the feeling of being in
a conservatory with a small water body
and fish on the dining table,” says Sawant.

Inrecreating the environment around

the ecosystem, the story of the pukur
becomes all the more relatable and
immersive. Sawant has been quick to
pick up the cultural significance of the
pukurin Bengal, interpreting it in a huge
kantha mural. “It features a tree from an
area that I have visited many times, and
from where a lot of the produce is com-
ing. A lot of what I am getting are ‘cru’
ingredients [aterm used in the context of
wine to indicate a particular are where
the grape quality is considered superior].
So, the black cumin honey comes from
one plot ofland, where there is zero cross
pollination. The farmer is so proud of this
honey,” explains Mookerjee. Similarly,
the Kalimpong ghee is being sourced
from one family, which rears a certain
kind of grass-fed cows and makes cul-
tured ghee from the milk. “Whetheritis
aplot of land or the maker’s hand, all of
these are cru ingredients,” he adds.

The first edition of The Gathering is
serving as a learning ground for the partic-
ipantsaswell as the curators. Sarmah and
Ramamurthy looked at chefs who were
open to experimentation. “That’'show the
conversation started. The next step wasto
ask them ifthey could do something that
they had not explored before,” explains
Sarmah. The team is now planning to take
The Gathering to Mumbai and Bengaluru
as well. The festival might take place in
different formats in the future.



