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BHARATNET DELAYED BY OVER92 MTHS SOFAR

Gram panchayat net
connectivity project
deadline pushed by

17 months to Aug 21

AASHISHARYAN
NEW DELHI, MARCH 11

THE DEPARTMENT of Telecomm-
unications (DoT) has pushed the
deadline for completing the gram
panchayat (GP) internet connec-
tivity scheme, BharatNet, by 17
months to August 2021. The cur-
rent deadlines for the completion
of phases one and two of the
scheme was March 2020.

The deadlines for the
BharatNet project, which initially
began as the National Optical
Fibre Network in October 2011,
have been pushed for the fifth
time now. In 2011, the Centre had
initially said that project to con-
nectall the 2.5 lakh GPs would be
completed within the next two
years. The deadline was later
pushed back by 24 months to
December 2015. Between 2011
and 2014, barely any work was
done as the government had
managed to lay down only 350
km of optical fibre as against a tar-
get of 350,000 km.

With a change of government
in 2014, the project — re-chris-
tened as BharatNet — aimed to

connect with internet all 2.5 lakh
GPs and make them service ready
by 2018. In 2018, the target for
completion of BharatNet was
pushed back by 12 months to
March 2019, and later revised to
March 2020. The project, initially
conceptualised in 2011, has been
delayed for over 92 months now.

As reported earlier by The
Indian Express, while the Centre
aimed to connect viainternet and
make 2.5 lakh GPs service ready
by March 2020, under all phases
of the BharatNet project, only 1.34
lakh GPs had been made service
ready as on January 31, 2020.

Inhisreply toaquestioninthe
Lok Sabha Wednesday, Telecom
Minister Ravi Shankar Prasad
confirmed the report that as of
February 28, only 1.34 lakh GPs
had been made service ready:.

He also said that while Right
of Way issues had so far delayed
the Centre-led project, delay in
the state-led model was “ad-
versely affecting the completion
of the project”.

To cover up for the lag in the
scheme, the DoT has now roped
in the private sector in a public-
private-partnership model.

FPIs pull out /K cr
in Monday’s crash

ENSECONOMICBUREAU
MUMBAI,MARCH 11

FOREIGN PORTFOLIO investors
(FPIs) pulled out over Rs 7,000
crore from equity market on
Monday when the Sensex
crashed by 1,942 points, in the
face of a price war for oil and the
economic fallout from the coro-
navirus outbreak. Meanwhile, de-
spite rebounding over 386 points
during the day, the 30-share BSE
Sensex on Wednesday pared
most gains to settle 62.45 points,
or 0.18 per cent, higher at
35,697.40.

The broader NSE Nifty closed
6.95 points, or 0.07 per cent, hig-
her at 10,458.40, as investors
went for bottom fishing in re-
cently battered counters. Yes
Bank rallied by 35.53 per cent to
Rs 28.80 on expectations of a
quick bailout.

With heavy withdrawals on
Monday;, total FPI withdrawals
from the equity marketin March
stood at Rs 19,491 crore. Total FPI
withdrawals in March were atRs
21,733 crore, including Rs 3,111
crore from the debt market.

The rupee, meanwhile, recov-
ered by 49 paise to settle at 73.68
against the US dollar on Wed-
nesday, amid positive domestic
equities and weakening of the
American dollar in the overseas
market. The domestic unit had
plunged to a 17-month low of

Rupee recovered 49
paise to settle at 73.68
against US dollar

74.17 against the dollar on March
9 amid mounting fears of an eco-
nomic slowdown.

After the 1,942 point crash in
the Sensex on Monday, markets
ended modestly higher on
Wednesday, propped up by value
buying in index heavyweights
RIL, ICICI Bank and HDFC Bank,
even as risk sentiment remained
subdued amid rising coronavirus
cases in India. Top gainers in-
cluded Hero MotoCorp (4.08 per
cent), Reliance Industries (3.60
per cent), ICICI Bank (1.80 per
cent) and HUL (1.51 per cent).
Meanwhile, Tata Steel, Indusind
Bank, ONGC, SBI and Infosys de-
clined.

Vinod Nair, head of research,
Geojit Financial Services, said,
“The global impact of coronavirus
which is still spreading at high
rate in countries other than China
and collapse of oil prices are hav-
inga catastrophiceffect. Rate cuts
and stimulus measures are not
working at the time being. Even
though risk concerns continue to
remain elevated, inflow into do-
mestic equity mutual fund surged
to highestlevelin 11 monthsindi-
cating investor confidence on a
long term perspective.”

39THGST COUNCIL MEET TO BEHELD ON SATURDAY

Changeininverted rate structure,
payment to states tobekeyissues

ENS ECONOMIC BUREAU
NEW DELHI, MARCH 11

RATE RATIONALISATION for mo-
biles, textiles, footwear, fertiliz-
ers to correct inverted rate struc-
ture, compensation cess shortfall
to pay to states, and compliance
related measures are expected
to be the key issues to be taken
up for discussion during the
39th Goods and Services Tax
(GST) Council meeting sched-
uled for Saturday.

Though revenue shortfall
and delayed compensation pay-
ments to states are expected to
dominate the meeting, apart
from correcting the inverted
structure, any major rate in-
crease either across tax slabs or
for cess is unlikely to be for-
malised, given the concerns
about the overall economic
slowdown, officials said.

Inverted duty structure for
many items such as mobile
phones, man-made yarns and fi-
bres, footwear as of now attract
alower rate on the final product
and a higher rate on the inputs,
creating a need for payments of
input tax credit (ITC) refund.
Over Rs 5,000 crore has been
claimed as ITC refund from mo-

Any major rate increase either across tax slabs or
for cess is unlikely to be formalised, given the
concerns about the overall economic slowdown,

officials said

bile industry since July 2017 GST
rollout, with cellular phones be-
ing taxed at 12 per cent GST slab,
while its parts are in 18 per cent
and 28 per cent slabs. Rs 6,000
crore have been claimed as ITC
refund on fertilizers since GST
rollout.

The committee of officers set
up to suggest ways to augment
revenue had earlier suggested
several measures to remove
anomalies such as inverted rate
structure, which causes an an-
nual revenue loss of Rs 20,000
crore.

“Some items for which in-
verted duty structure is creating
anissue, their rate change will be
taken up in the meeting. But
other than that, no major rate
change is anticipated. States are
aware of the compensation cess
shortfall situation and the delay
in compensation payments, but
there is very less room for
tweaking the cess rates since
they are already quite high and

CORONAVIRUS CAUTION ACROSS GLOBE

Fed taps epidemiologists in hunt for policy clues

REUTERS
WASHINGTON/SAN FRANCISCO,
MARCH 11

THE ESCALATING coronavirus
outbreak is giving the US Federal
Reserve a policy headache like
never before: how to judge the po-
tential impact on the economy in
the absence of reliable data on
how fast the flu-like illness is
spreading across the US.

The central bank slashed in-
terest rates by half a percentage
pointaweekagoina pre-emptive
bid to shield the United States
economy from the fast-evolving
global epidemic. But Fed Chair
Jerome Powell also said it was too
early to tell the impact it would
have, with most of the data the
Fed typically relies on being too
backward-looking to be of use.

Instead, the Fed is turning to
new methods to assess the likely
spread and get a read on local re-
sponses as policymakers weigh

what further action may be
needed in the days and weeks
ahead. “lam talking extensively to
epidemiologists and healthcare
experts across the country...totry
and interpret what we are seeing
and what we are likely to see,”
Dallas Fed President Robert
Kaplan said in Chicago last week.

For real-time impacts, the
Richmond Fed has reached outto
city and county executives “to un-
derstand what this mightlooklike
in our cities,” research director
Kartik Athreya told Reuters.
Minneapolis Fed economists are
monitoring credit card transac-
tions while San Francisco Fed re-
searchersare now tracking adaily
measure of consumer sentiment
published by Morning Consult.

These snapshots could quickly
showwhether the American con-
sumer, the engine of US growth, is
pulling back.

But assessing how long that
could lastrelies ona good grasp of
the outbreak’s escalation.

hiking cess rates further may not
be feasible amid the overall eco-
nomic slowdown,” a state gov-
ernment official said.

Central government officials
maintain that the compensation
payment will be met out of the
cess collected in the compensa-
tion fund, a point which has al-
ready been stressed uponin the
Budget 2020-21. The point was
reiterated by central govern-
ment officials at the third na-
tional level meeting of GST offi-
cers from states and Centre held
on Friday last week.

Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman, while presenting
the Union Budget in February,
had said transfers to the com-
pensation fund would be limited
only to collection by way of GST
compensation cess.

States are already facing rev-
enue constraints in view of the
delayed compensation pay-
ments under the indirect tax
regime. In the previous GST

Council meeting held in
December, states had strongly
raised their concerns about the
revenue shortfall, but it was de-
cided that changing slabs and
rates will be a knee-jerk reaction
and rather the Council should
opt for plugging loopholes in GST
structure for augmenting rev-
enues.

GST Council inits meeting on
Saturday is also expected to take
up further input tax credit re-
strictions, especially for new
companies. Some other meas-
ures which are in the proposal
for the meeting include an ex-
tension of the deadline for filing
the summary GSTR-3B return for
January till March end as the is-
sue of levy of interest on delayed
GST payment will come up for
discussion.

Moreover, due to regular
technical glitches, Infosys has
been asked to make a presenta-
tion in the meeting and the
Council is likely to defer the new
return filing system from the
earlier proposed date of April 1.
Also, mandatory generation of e-
invoice for business-to-business
(B2B) transactions for businesses
with a turnover of over Rs 100
crore is likely to be deferred by
three months till July 1.

RATE CUT, BUDGET BOOST IN UK

Britain Chancellor of Exchequer Rishi Sunak (left) with Bank
of England Governor Mark Carney in London Wednesday. AP

M Bank of England
Wednesday cut interest rates
by half a percentage point to
0.25%, with Carney saying
the economic shock caused
by coronavirus should be
temporary.

M In his first Budget as

the Chancellor, Sunak
unveiled a £30-billion
package, as a stimulus to cope
with the “temporary
disruption” caused by the
coronavirus. REUTERS

Wall Street slides as pandemic tag rattles investors

REUTERS
NEW YORK, MARCH 11

US STOCK indices extended their
fall on Wednesday after the
World Health Organization clas-
sified the coronavirus outbreak
as a pandemic.

Expectations that US
President Donald Trump would
announce “major” support meas-
ures helped Wall Street claw back
losses on Tuesday from a bruising
sell-off at the start of the week on

On Wall Street, the Dow
Jones Industrial Average
fell 4.94 per cent, the
biggest decliner among
the major indexes

the back of a collapse in oil prices.

But there have been no an-
nouncements, evenas theadmin-
istration discusses measures rang-
ing from tax relief, loan

guarantees, reimbursing workers
for lost pay and support for the
hard hitindustries.

The benchmark S&P 500 in-
dexisnearly 19 per cent below its
all-time peak hiton February 19.1f
it ends 20 per cent below its
record closing high fromjust three
weeks ago, the index would con-
firm a bear market. The Dow Jones
Industrial Average fell 4.94 per
cent, the biggest decliner among
the major indices.

At 1:17 pm ET, the Dow Jones
Industrial Average was down

1,235.69 points, or 4.94 per cent,
at23,782.47 and the S&P 500 was
down 131.09 points, or 4.55 per
cent, at 2,751.14. The Nasdaq
Composite was down 357.38
points, or4.28 per cent,at 7,986.87.

Meanwhile, Benchmark US
10-year Treasury yields was last at
0.711 per cent, down from 0.752
per cent at Tuesday’s close.

Brent crude was down $1.01,
or 2.7 per cent, at $36.21 per bar-
rel by 1712 GMT, while US West
Texas Intermediate crude was off
$1.05 or 3 per cent at $33.31.

Sebi refuses to lift market
ban on Gautam Thapar

Mumbai: Sebi on Wednesday re-
fused to lift the ban imposed on
fraud-hit CG Power and Industrial
Solutions’ ex-chairman Gautam
Thapar and three other former of-
ficialsina case of alleged diversion
of funds. However, they have been
allowed to liquidate up to 25 per
cent of the value of the securities

held by them.

Besides Thapar, the other offi-
cials banned are CG Power’s for-
mer CFO V R Venkatesh and for-
mer directors Madhav Acharya
and BHariharan. The order comes
after a SAT directive in February
which granted Sebi time till March
10 to pass the final order. ENS
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SBI cuts interest rate on
SB accounts to 3%; min
balance criteria removed

ENS ECONOMIC BUREAU
MUMBAI,MARCH 11

STATE BANK of India (SBI) on We-
dnesday reduced and rationalised
interest rate on all savings bank
(SB) accounts to a flat 3 per cent,
in a move that could hit its 44.51
crore account holders. Simult-
aneously, it also decided to waive
off maintenance of average mon-
thly balance (AMB) for all SB ac-
counts. SBI also announced a re-
ductioninits marginal cost-based
lending rate (MCLR) by 10-15 ba-
sis points (bps) across all tenors.
The bank currently pays 3.25
per cent interest on SB accounts
with balance up toRsonelakhand
3.25 per cent on accounts with
balance above Rs 1 lakh. Now, SBI
will pay a uniform 3 per cent in-
terest rate on all SB accounts.
Currently, the bank’s SB cus-
tomers need to maintain AMB of
Rs3,000,Rs2,000andRs 1,000in
metro, semi urbanand rural areas,
respectively. SBI used to levy a
penalty of Rs 5 to Rs 15 plus taxes
on non-maintenance of AMB.
Other nationalised banks too are
expected to waive off AMB main-
tenance and cut SB deposit rates
in the coming days. The AMB wai-
ver is a “major initiative to bring
“customer delight and a hassle
free banking experience”, SBI said.
Further, SBI has reduced the

‘Tax cuts may lift

consumption’

New Delhi: Amid calls for
the RBI to cut policy rates to
boost growth amid the
coronavirus scare, SBl econ-
omists doubted the efficacy
of rate cuts in reviving de-
mand, saying a better tool
can be cutting indirect taxes
which can automatically lift
consumer sentiment. PTI

one-year MCLR to 7.75 per cent
per annum from 7.85 per cent,
with effect from March 10.

Consequently, EMIs on eligi-
ble homeloan accounts (linked to
MCIR)will get cheaper by around
Rs 7 per Rs one lakh on a 30-year
loan. EMIs on carloans will alsobe
reduced byRs 5 perRs onelakhon
a 7-year loan. The state-owned
lender also cut the three-year
MCILR from 8.15 per cent to 8.05
per centand three-months MCLR
from 7.65 per cent to 7.50 per cent.

SBI also cut interest rates on
term deposits (TDs) with effect
from March 10. Retail TD interest
rates have been cut by 10 bps for
‘one year & above’ tenor and 50
bps for deposits up to ‘45 days'.
Bulk TD interest rates have been
reduced by 15 bps for deposits in
‘180 days & above’ tenors.

FRBM alignment: Meet of
FinCom, states deferred

ENS ECONOMIC BUREAU
NEW DELHI,MARCH 11

A MEETING of the 15th Finance
Commission with states, sched-
uled for Friday, to discuss align-
ment of states’ Fiscal Respon-
sibility and Budget Management
(FRBM) laws with the Centre’s
FRBM law, among other issues
was deferred on late Wednes-
day. No official reason was given
for the deferment and a new
date is yet to be announced. The
meeting was significant as it was
scheduled to be held aday ahead
of the 39th GST Council meeting.

States were expected to dis-
cuss to explore an escape clause
inline with the Centre’s decision
to enable a deviation of 0.5 per
cent of GDP from the fiscal deficit
target to create headroom for ex-
tra spending. “... we propose to
hold a meeting with Finance
Ministers of all states a day be-

After six days
of fall, retail
fuel prices stay
unchanged

ENSECONOMICBUREAU
NEW DELHI, MARCH 1

PETROL AND diesel prices re-
mained unchanged Wednesday
after falling for six consecutive
days in response to an interna-
tional fall in the price of crude.

Oil marketing companies
(OMCs) had reduced the retail
price of petrol by Rs 1.72 to Rs
70.29 and that of diesel by Rs 1.69
to Rs 63.01 in the national capital
in the past fortnight. In Mumbai,
prices on Wednesday were Rs
75.99 for petrol and 65.97 down
fromRs 80.79 and Rs 71.31 inthe
beginning of the year.

Fuel prices are set by OMCson
adaily basis, taking into accounta
15-day average of international
prices of these products as well as
the exchange rate of rupee besides
refining and marketing costs
when they setrecommended sale
prices for retailers. Central excise
duty and state value added taxes
also formamajor portion of retail
prices for end consumers, acco-
unting for around 49 per cent of
petrol price in Delhias of March 1.

Experts said that retail prices
would likely fall further if crude
prices stayed at currentlevels asit
would bring down the average
used to arrive at the recom-
mended price for retail.

fore the next GST Council meet-
ing ... the Commission will hold a
consultation meeting on March
13 todiscuss issues related to our
final report. In particular, we
would like to seek views of the
Finance Ministers on how the
state FRBMs can be aligned with
the central FRBM legislation and
also determine the priority of the
state-specific grant proposals
that have been submitted by the
state governments,” the finance
panel had said in a recent com-
munication to states.

Last month, 15th Finance
Commission Chairman NK Singh
had said that states have the op-
tion to deviate from their fiscal
targets. States such as Bihar and
Kerala have already suggested
raising the fiscal deficitlimitto4
per cent. The Centre’s fiscal
deficit for FY20 was originally
budgeted at 3.3 per cent and,
with 0.5 per cent deviation, it
was increased it to 3.8 per cent.

BRIEFLY

Biocon, Mylan
winpatentcase
against Sanofi

New Delhi: Biotechnology
major Biocon on
Wednesday said a US court
has invalidated a Sanofi
patent on the insulin
glargine device, thus re-
moving a legal hurdle to
commercialising Semglee
co-developed with Mylan,
in the US market. The US
District Court of New Jersey
found the device patent
claims asserted by Sanofi
against Biocon and Mylan’s
insulin glargine product
‘not infringed’ and ‘invalid’
for lack of written descrip-
tion, Biocon said in a filing
to the BSE. As previously an-
nounced, Sanofi’s formula-
tion patents were earlier af-
firmed to be invalid by the
Federal Circuit, itadded.

RBI continues
tobenetbuyer
of dollars

Mumbai: The Reserve Bank
of India (RBI) continued to
be anet purchaserof theUS
dollar afteritbought $10.27
billion in January on a net
basis from the spot market,
recent RBldata showed. PTI

Airtel chairman asserts
having ‘paid full’ AGR
dues at about 13,000 cr

New Delhi: A week before Supreme Court-man-
dated deadline for payment of past dues ends,
Bharti Airtel chairman Sunil Mittal on Wednesday
said that the company has paid Rs 13,000 crore to
the government to clear all its dues as per its self-

assessment.

Emerging from the meeting with Telecom
Secretary Anshu Prakash on Wednesday, Mittal, to
a specific question, said, “They had said pay full ...
we have paid full dues.” PTI



