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o [ [
CASES GO PAST 2,500 . .
Experts warned that the more than one million l ul un S ar
cases of Covid-19 confirmed globally were ;
probably justa small proportion of total
infections, even as the global death toll : H H .
iLmped toover 53 000_TheUs, Spain and 60% of CEOs surveved sa . - Bondyield spike led to redemption pressure;
Britain grappled with their highest tolls yet. 0 . g y y b‘-‘ RBI’S LTRO expected to calm investor nerves
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,500-mark. The active cases of people .
suffering from coronavirus rose t0 2,322 in Salary OrJOb cuts New Delhi, 3 April WITHDRAWAL PAIN
India, excluding162 cured or discharged / - Net March inflow/outflow in the case of
(and one migrated) and 62 dead, showed the SURAJEET DASGUPTA & DEV CHATTERIEE ) : o M 3 “THE Assets under management (AUM) of  [iquid and income funds (inTcrore)
health ministry data. 100 New Delhi/Mumbai, 3 April NN y the ¥27-trillion mutual fund industry
Y e MORATORIUMON  took a huge knock in March, largely ~ Mar 2010 Mar 2019 0
. . . ndia Inc is near unanimous in its view SAANN N LOAN REPAYMENT  ©  because of withdrawals from the debt
Fitch sees India GDP rise that the relief measures announced by . SHOULD BE ¢ and arbitrage funds. -40,000
tsl t . 30 the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) and the ‘" EWS FRO M D‘?I}’obu think ?he;e EXTENDED. NPA The outflow from mutual funds went
atsiowes pace in yrs government are not enough, even as it TH E c_s U ITE will be recessions RECOGNITION up to 2.35 trillion till March 29, indus- -80.000
India may postin2020-21a gross domestic seeks a comprehensive stimulus package from NORMS SHOULD BE try players said, quoting data. The net '
product growth rate of 2 per cent, the the state to combat the adverse impact of Covid- , RELAXED AS WELL" outflow in short-term funds, they said, 120,000
slowest since the economy was liberalised 19 on their businesses. Yes MNo " Don’t know was close to 1 trillion. Besides, some '
30years ago, Fitch Ratings said on Friday. The finding isbased onaquicksurveyof25  p youwantan VENU SRINIVASAN more selling took place in the last couple
Also, the Asian Development Bank said it CEOs representing big companies in areas rang- extension of loan W CMD, TVS Motor i ofdays of the month. =1,60,000
saw India's economic growth slipping to ing from ﬁgﬁncial services and ba;nks to ener- moratorium beyond 60% 0% ‘ Del’.;t funds, es%ecially liquid fuknds, -1,60,516 2 00,000
L percentinthe currentfiscal yearending gy, automobiles, ports, consumer electronics, IT 2 o o were also impacted owing to a spike in =2,00,
March31,2021. 5) and internet, real estate companies and also 3 months? — bond yields. Industry players said sev-  Note: Figures for March 2020 not available ~ Source: AMFI
large business conglomerates. 0 | | Should the lockdown eral factors came into play simultane-
An overwhelming 96 per cent of the CEOs L% be lifted after April 142 ously — aggressive selling from foreign
COMPANIES P2 . surveyed want the extension of the moratorium — institutional investors in the short-term  funds. We expect an additional 70,000
M&M boa rd re jects fund on loan payments to three months, which was 20% bond market, inability of many brokers  crore to 80,000 crore outflows due to
o o o announced by the RBI, to be further relaxed to " to trade actively, sales by companies for  this crisis — the worst in many years,”
infusion in Ssan ong atleast a year to even two years. And, of course, THE advance tax, and a huge expectation said the CEO of a fund house.
Mahindra & Mahindra’s (M&M's) board of all of them are pushing for a stimulus package 96% GOVERNMENT i that the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) Usually, there is a net outflow from
directors have turned down a proposal to from the government. Many also point out that — HASTO PUMP IN i would cut rates and open aspecial win-  liquid funds during the end of the year
pump in fresh equity worth $406 million in the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC)rules Do you wa nt. astimulus 289% 529 MONEY TO REVIVE i dow on March 20. because companies withdraw money to
its South Korean subsidiary, SsangYong need tobe made flexible —suchasthedefer-  package for industry? 0 —— °  DEMAND. BUT ; However, things turned worse asthe  pay advance taxes. However, industry
Motor (SYM(), M&M said in a statement on ment of proceedings for six months from the Will you implement INDUSTRY IS RBI took no such decision on thatdate.  experts like Dhirendra Kumar, CEO,
Ceatadtythe Covg-1ovius hoscompelled | Says Ve Stinivasar, chairman of TVS salary orjob cuts? RELIEFINTRE basis points and reduced the bond  sureof payingadvance aes wasi very
us to take the difficult decision," it said. group: “The moratorium on loan repayment 28% 12% PAYMENT OF prices, leading to negative returnsinlig-  high this year because of the tax relax-
should be extended. More importantly, NPA °  TAXES AND uid funds. Companies, which account ation given by the government last
recognition norms should be relaxed as well. T STATUTORY DUES" for over 90 per cent of the16-trillionlig-  September.
ECONOMY & PUB”f AFF.AIRS p% Otherwise, the NBFC industry will go bank- 100% i uid fund AUM, rushed to redeem. “In With huge outflows, fund managers
Stark pessimism in rupt. Also, IBC proceedings should be deferred — HARSH GOENKA ©addition, there were worries about the ~ were forced to raise more cash to meet
N by six months for all micro, smalland medium ~ Note: Based on a Business Standard Chairman, RPG ¢ Covid-19 crisis hurting finances, accen-  redemption pressure
t t. RBI I 4 survey of 25 CEOs representing 60% i . . T :
senument. survey compariies. Turnto Page 8>  bigcompanies —— Enterprises ¢ tuating the selling pressure on liquid Turn to Page 8 »

Theresultsofthe Reserve Bankofindia's | ...
surveys, conducted before the nation went
into lockdown and released on Friday, show
the general population remained pessimistic
abouteconomicand job prospectsinthe
immediate future. Yet, they expected some
improvementin the nextyear, showed the
consumer confidence survey.

CORONAVIRUS EATSINTO v uion Lights off for

STOCK VALUATIONS s O TN ALY PIM

. said that the bond and currency
The Indian stock market has plunged markets would operate between10

34 per cent from its record high. As a result - S d ° PM
5 R 5 ' am and 2 pm, instead of the usual 9 :
the price-to-earnings (P/E) ratio for the amto5 pm, from April7toT7, because On un a y °

BigBasket, Grofers

go on hl" ng spree Ni%sgtiphdeﬁftso?:ﬂ;:grtoT:lzés;‘l?f?yTs of coronavirus-related dislocations. :

Online grocery start-ups BigBasketand = LAl Ll LIk . Market participants welcomed the

Grofers have started hiring executives for their Nifty50 stocks valuationis still slightly above the move as even senior participants had Power Se(f-tor on a lertto mana ge
warehouses and deliveryto clear backlogs are trading at 2008-09 global finandial crisis to come to the trading floor. - any drasticd ropin demand

and serve new orders. BigBasket will be single-digit PIE trough level, when it had fallen to ;

hiring10,000 people, while Grofers s looking ratio 1. However, a record 50 per cent of SHREYA JAI

toemployan additional 2,000 people. ~ 3p

: - the Nifty stocks are currently trading HUL NOW 3RD MOST New Delhi, 3 April
o q atasingle-digit P/E ratio. So, is this -
GOlNG (HEAP % of Nifty50 stocks . gle~dig - VAI.UED COMPANY

a good time for bargain hunting? Experts say Ending many hours of suspense, Prime Minister

Valuation March Startof such lowvaluations are a signal that the Narendra Modi addressed the nation through a video

O N band* 2009 2020* Current Keystocks** marketis pricingin huge disappointmentin Hindust'an Unilever (HUL), the message at 9 am on Friday, urging the public to switch

S ATU R D AY Lessthan 10 L5 19 50 Vedanta, Hindalco, M&M,  eamings due to the demand shock created country's most valuable consumer . offthelights for 9 minutes at 9 pm on April S and light

Hero MotoCorp, L&T : iy goods maker, has overtaken HDFC i candles instead. If not candles, torches and mobile

SPECIALS ' bythe lockdowns to contain Covid-19. . . : ) .
Between10and20 53 48 32 RIL, ITC, Infosys Stocks whose outlook is better haven't got Bank to become India's third-most . flashlights too can be used across balconies and gates
L g o B e [l dig valuable firm in terms of market :toshow solidarity in the fight against coronavirus.

WEEKEND RUMINATIONS Between 20and 30 3 21 6 DrReddy's, Shr.ee Cerpent H.ug ;taeaﬂe I 0 Asi cg, . (:s € d a capitalisation. At Friday's closing Ever since the announcement Thursday evening

Covid’s progress and More than 30 0 13 12 Nestle, HUL, Asian Paints e E =l = el A e iy price, HUL's market capitalisation was about the PM’s video message, speculation has been

aftermath 7» Nifty PIE 113 181 123 Bi|1‘|tann|a.stlll quote valuations of more %4.66 trillion, against HDFC Bank's building up on whether he was going to talk about

Thefirst half of the third decade, if notall of *12-month forward consolidated P/E; Includes financials; **From current list; # As of Jan1, 2020 BRI SAMIEMODAK Lo trillion. 8) liftin_g th(? lockdown in phases or eXtending it.
it, is likely to fare much worse than the last He did neither.

The PM said people should tell each other that even

; SEN S Ex FAI_I_S 674 pTS; % though they were at home,

they were not alone. “This

N | FTY BEl_OW 8 '1 00 country’s 1.3 billion people While the PM's

two decades. Do please light your lamps as STOCKS TRADIN G AT PIE BELOW ‘IO

the lights go out. TN NINAN writes wStart of 2020 m Current
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NATIONAL INTEREST 3 g oy A © e ol mpe ol ¢ are together during this [REINCIRUE VGG
Modiand the politics = So ™ & [ The Sensex tumbled 674 points on lockdown period. We have [GER I RUEING
of messaging 7» - Friday, weighed down by lossesin to dispel the darkness [T AL
Modi knows who he needs to speak to, who banking stocks. After hitting a low of spread by coronavirus and power ministry
he should toss, and who he can addressin . 27,500.79 during the day, itended 2.39 give hope to the poor who into a huddle as
kind. So, poke fun at taali, thaali, diyaand 2 £§ per cent lower at27,590.95. The are the most impacted by [RITTXaTLACEL R
mombatti. He couldn't care less, writes == Nifty50 shed 170 points, or2.06 per lockdown,” he said. Thisis EEFLUTET LT AL
SHEKHAR GUPTA = cent, tofinish at 8,083.80. 8) his second attempt at soli-

Note: 12-month forward P/E Source:Bloomberg . . . _ darity, after the call for

: Janata Curfew on March 22.

While the PM’s appeal

Centredefines grocery for states, easesrulesfor trucks i

ministry into a huddle as
this could lead to a signifi-

NIVEDITA MOOKERJI face the hurdle of making a distinction between cant drop in electricity
New Delhi, 3 April STATES HASTEN what’s essential and what’s not. demand. However, the
- Onthe difficulty faced by businessesin i power ministry said the
The Union government on Friday asked states EFFO RTS TO CR EATE getting curfew passes despite production, . event would not impact
to take immediate measuresto ensure a free HOSPITAL INFRA warehousingand transportofessentialgoods | the national power grid much and that planning
flow of essential items and keep the supply . beingin the “exception” list, states/UTs have i would be done in advance. “Power Minister R K Singh
chain going. Inaletter to chief'secretaries of all §|¥en thatthe'g(‘)vezlnment now been told to give out authorisation letters has discussed the issue with Power Grid Corporation
states, Home Secretary Ajay Bhalla clarified n rastrugth|]re ISina equa'te i tocompanies/organisations having of India (PGCIL) and the grid operator Power System
what constituted food and grocery and the treqt AR nationwide supply chains. This is expected to Operator Corporation (POSOCO) in today’s meeting.
exemptions during the nationwide lockdown, i, sta.te B help these businesses get regional passes for They are up to the task and are confident of manag-
while easing the norms for issuing curfew drescra m.bllngto qreate thf easy movement of critical staff and workers to ing the grid stability for the event,” said a ministry
passes and truck movement to help remove the space s by UL E el maintain their national supply chain. “The spokesperson. Another official pointed out the extent
supply chain hurdles. The objective was to clear private hospitals. I the past number of such authorisationshould bekeptto : of fluctuation expected would be minimal. “But we
the ambiguities at the ground level, an official onewee R T bare minimum,” according to the letter. i have asked all state and regional load dispatch centres
said.Inanother letter, Bhalla reiterated that ki ; 8 'SS.UEd ordergtotgke W Currently, companies including e-commerce i tobe prepared.”
exceptions allowed for the agriculture sector ) o p."V‘-’.'te P T firms have to follow different rules for each ‘ The mass switch-off event comes at a time when the
must be communicated to all field agencies for Food, groceries, vegetables, m11k p roducts, meat, agriculture districts. 10> state and even city, making it tough todo country has witnessed an unprecedented fall in pow-
. . . produce, fertiliser, and drugs are among exempted items . -

smooth harvesting and sowing operations. businessefficiently. er demand over the past two weeks of lockdown.

“Atthe ground level, different grocery, hesaid, “since it is neither feasible nor The government, has, however clarified that Ascargo movement by railways, airports Following the announcement of a 21-day lockdown
interpretations are being made on theitems desirable to mention each item of food and grocery would include hygiene products such and seaportsis alsonot easy duringthe due to the corona pandemic, power demand has fallen
given exceptions, which hinder asmooth flow grocery inthe guidelines, the state/union ashand wash, soaps, disinfectants, body wash, lockdown period, the Centre has asked by close to 30 per cent during March.  Turn to Page 8»
of supply chain of these essential items,” Bhalla territory governments are advised to interpret shampoo, surface cleaners, detergents, tissue “designated authorities under railways, ports
said intheletter reviewed by Business these termsto mean all items of food and paper, toothpaste, oral care, sanitary pads, and airportstoissue passes foracriticalmassof Ic i ] Z

; ' - : » : N OPPN SLAMS PM'S ‘SYMBOLISM',

Standard. Referring to queries received by the grocery that are usually consumed by people on diapers, chargers and battery cells, etc. Inthe staff and contractual labour” essential for such SEEKS COVID REVIVAL MEASU RES P10
government on what constitutes food and daytodaybasis.” last one week, several companies have had to operations. Turn to Page 8>
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Air India stops taking domestic

ﬂlght bookmgs till April 30

AirIndia has stopped taking
bookings for domesticflights till
April 30 as the government
considers phase-wise opening
of airservices. Domesticand
W international flights are

l suspended till April14. A phase-
wise opening is being conside-
red for domesticroutes, like it

has been donefor |nternat|onalﬂ|ghts AseniorAirIndia
executive said suspending domestic network booking was an
internal decision. Booking on international routes are already
suspended. The executive explained that airline may even

operate on atruncated schedule to

even be some state-specific restrictions.

begin with and there could

Meanwhile, the airline’s pilot unions opposed the 10 per cent

cutin employees' allowances.

Revv offers free

healthcare workers in 5 cities

Self-drive mobility start-up Rewv
on Friday said it will offer cars at

zero fee to assist healthcare workers 558
amid the coronavirus outbreak. The ™

service is now functional in five
cities — Delhi, Bengaluru, Mumbai,
Chennaiand Pune — and overall,

Rewv expects to mobilise over1,000 |

cars to help healthcare workers

commute to hospitals, a statement said. Companies across the
country — right from start-ups to the giants — have come
forward to contribute in the fight against the Covid-19.

S&P downgrades
Tata Motors ratings,
outlook stable

S&P Global Ratings has
downgraded Tata Motors to
non-paymentgrade 'B' citing
weaker-than-expected credit
metrics owingto the Covid-19
disruptions. The rating agency,
which had earlier rated Tata
Motors B+, has, however, kept
the outlook stable. PTl«

CRISIL revises rating
outlook on Vedanta
to negative

CRISIL has revised its rating
outlook on non-convertible
debenturesand long-term
bankfacilities of Vedanta to
'Negative' from 'Stable'. The
revision factors in the risk of
sharply lower commodity
prices of Brent crude, zincand
aluminiumin FY21in the wake
of Covid-19. BS REPORTER«

Indian smartphone
industry may take
$2-bn hit: Research

Thesmartphoneindustryin
India could take a $2-billion hit
on accountof coronaviryus as
shipments declined significantly
inMarch and April, accordingto
CounterpointResearch. It
expected adecline of 3 per cent
inshipmentsin2020to153
million units compared to158
million units lastyear. PTl«

Aditya Birla Group commits
T500 crore for corona fight

The Aditya Birla Group on Friday
committed 3500 crore towards
Covid-19 relief measures, of
which ¥400 crore will go to the
PM-CARES Fund. This is one of
the highest contributions from a
corporate entity. Apartfrom
PM-CARES Fund, the Kumar
Mangalam Birla-led group will
contrlbute %50 crore to FICCI-Aditya Birla (SR Centre for Excellence
and 50 crore to supply ventilators and masks.

ANEESH PHADNIS«

carrides to

iImEN ..,.——

PTl«

SCscraps I-T notice
on NDTV; FinMin to
issue fresh notice

The SCon Friday quashed the
notice ofthe Income-Tax
departmentseekingtore-
assess the income of NDTV for
FY08. The finance ministry
decided toissue fresh notices
to NDTVinthe case afterthe SC
ruling, which allowed the
revenue departmentto do

SO. BS REPORTER«

2020 Cannes Ad
Fest cancelled,
say organisers

Organisers of the Cannes Ad
Fest, an annual event
considered the Oscars of
advertising, said the 2020
edition was being cancelled
owingto coronavirus. The
festival was earlier pushed to
October. BS REPORTER«

Orchid approves
amalgamation of
Dhanuka Pharma

The monitoring committee of
Orchid Pharma (OPL) has
approved the scheme of
amalgamation of Dhanuka
Pharmaceuticals (DPPL) into
the firm by issuing 10,000
equity shares of¥10 eachona
parwith DPPL's shareholders.
According to the plan, OPL
has issued 39.99 million
sharesto DLL. BS REPORTER«

PTl«

Small, used cars may

SHALLY SETH MOHILE
Mumbai, 3 April

utomakers are bracing for a
A rough ride ahead. Auto sales,

already in reverse gear in
India owingto tepid sentiment and a
slowing economy, got dented badly
in March, with sales at top compa-
nies declining by more than 64 per

cent over the year-ago period.
But amid the

lockdown, |
announced by the government to
contain the spread of the coron-
avirus disease (Covid-19), thereis a
silver lining. Once the 21-day lock-
down is lifted, which may happen
in phases, those who have been
contemplating purchasing a car
may actually do it, said analysts.
Thanks to social distancing
norms and rising hygiene aware-
ness, daily commuters may ditch

®Social u Mlllenmals
distancing may actively
norms and consider
rising hygiene | owninga
awareness may | vehicle over
prompt people |shared

to buy cars mobility

public transport and shared mobil-

ity solutions like Ola and Uber.
Many are likely to prefer the con-
fines of a car over roughing it up in
crowded public transport services
such as a metro, local sub-urban

trains and buses, they said.

The trend may particularly boost
entry-level and compact cars in the
sub-X10 lakh category. “While it’s a
dark picture right now, there is a sil-
ver lining. You will see some pent-up
demand, especially for entry-level
cars. It’s an opportunity for all the
automakers that play in the segment
to gear up for it,” says Rajeev Pratap
Singh, auto sector head at Deloitte.

Many people who do not have a
car are already actively considering
buying one and with this, used cars

will also get a boost, he added.

see post-Cowd surge

" Auto ¥ Auto sales
companies will | in March
need to offer collapsed

attractive deals | by more than

onfinanceto 6,‘

stimulate
demand per cent

Rating agency ICRA on Friday
said the supply chain shock
due to coronavirus will have
negative impact for Indian
auto componentindustry.
The Covid-19 supply chain
disruptions will manifest into
a demand shock lasting
multiple quarters for the
domesticindustry, ICRA said
in a statement. The rating
agency, which undertook an
extensive survey across key
auto componentimporters
and exporters to understand

Supply chain shock for parts firms: ICRA

the impact of disruptionsin
the global auto component
supply chain because of the
pandemic, said it expects a
significant scale down in
exports over the next two
quarters. "Though most
respondents felt that India
stood to gain when global
0EMs eventually re-source
theirrequirements, there
were reservations that
competition from other
countries would make this

difficult," it said. PTI

“The risk of shared transport is

very high and there will be a dip in
demand for such services and shared

mobility platforms,” said Singh.

Rahul Mishra, principal
and lead - automotive at
Kearney, agrees. “The whole
social distancing that we are
practising is going to funda-
mentally alter some of the
traditional ways of doing
things. One such thing
could be a preference for
private mode of transport —
owning a vehicle instead of

N
CORONAVIRUS
PANDEMIC

an Ola or Uber, may now think of
owning a car. He also felt choices
may be skewed towards small and

compact cars.
Automakers, that
have their hands full deal-

ing with the current cri-
sis, are wary of any fore-
casts. R C Bhargava,
chairman at car market
leader Maruti Suzuki
India, said: “We will have
to see how the demand
pans out after the lock-

using shared public transport,” said down is lifted. With no prior experi-

Mishra.

ence, saying anything will be highly

Millennials, who never thoughtof ~ speculative,” said Bhargava.

investing in cars as they preferred

Tata Sky, one of India’s largest DTH operators with 18 million subscribers, is battling the
restrictions of a lockdown with a surge in TV consumption. Vanita Kohli-Khandekar
spoke to HARIT NAGPAL, managing director and CEQ, on the challenges. Edited excerpts:

How are you dealing with this crisis?
OnMarch7wehaddiscussed the
possibility ofalockdown and how

would we ensure continuity of

serviceto18 millionsubscribers. The

dailysalesand the 4,000-5,000

repairswe doeverydayarenotas

important asthe continuity of

serviceto oursubscribers. Therefore,

weidentified afew people
whowillbelocked into
officesjusttomaintain
operations. Over two
days, weidentified 72

A top executive at another pas-

senger vehicles firm echoed similar
sentiments. “At this point, making
any such prediction on a trend will
be premature. We would rather do
our bit by helping our channel and
vendor partners. I am not sure if car
purchase will top the priority of an
average salaried class under the cur-
rent circumstances.”

Deloitte’s Singh said the chal-
lenge for automakers will be to man-
age the customer wisely. They will
need to identify those who are look-
ing to buy an additional car for the
family. Given that the liquidity
crunch will remain in the foresee-
able future, companies will have to
offer retail finance, he said.
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M&M board rejects
planto pumpin fresh
equityin SsangYong

SYM('sfate hangsin
balance as it will need
to raise funds from
otherinvestors

SHALLY SETH MOHILE
Mumbai, 3 April

Mahindra & Mahindra’s (M&M’s) board
of directors has turned down a propos-
al to pump in fresh equity of $406 mil-
lion in its ailing South Korean sub-
sidiary SsangYong Motor Co (SYMC),
Mahindra said in a statement on Friday.

“The magnitude of the unfortunate
and unforeseen crisis created by Covid-
19 has compelled us to take the difficult
decision,” it said. Now, SYMC'’s fate hangs
in balance as it will need to raise funds
from other investors, failing which it may
be pushed to bankruptcy, said analysts.

A steep contraction in export vol-
umes, and sudden changes in buyer
preference for gasoline vehicles in
Korea, among others, hit the company
and led to record losses 0f X704 crore for
the Korean arm in CY20.

It also forced the maker of Scorpio
and XUV500 to take an impairment
charge of ¥600 crore in the December
quarter. In February, M&M said the
Mahindra-SsangYong board had put in
place a three-year plan to

grammes, which would help reduce
SYMC’s capex, assist in material cost
reduction program currently underway,

and help the Korean

pull the company out of automaker’s manage-
the crisis. It included fresh In February, M&M ment find new investors.
capital infusion througha BEEETGRLERIEL T AE Mitul Shah, vice-pres-
mix of debt and equity. SsangYong board ident of Reliance

“After lengthy deliber- had putin place a Securities, said investors

ations, given the current
and projected cash flows,
the M&M board took a
decision that it would not
be able to inject fresh
equity into SYMC and has urged the
firm to find alternative sources of fund-
ing,” it said in the statement.

The board has, however, authorised
the management to go ahead with a spe-
cial one-time infusion of $32 million over
the next three months for continuity of
business operations, while they are
exploring alternative sources of funding.

M&M “will make every effort to con-
tinue supporting all other non-fund ini-
tiatives currently in place to help SYMC
reduce capex, save costs, and secure
funds.” These include (without capex)
free access to M&M’s new platforms,
such as W601 support technology pro-

three-year plan to
pull the company
out of the crisis

will view this positively,
as it’s a hard time and
cash conservation is crit-
ical for any company.
However, another
brokerage termed it as a “setback” for
SYMC. “Given the current global sce-
nario, finding an investor will be chal-
lenging. It will potentially pave the way
for bankruptcy,” said the analyst.
M&M had paid 2,100 crore ($463
million) for the purchase. But each year
over the past decade has been tough for
the maker of Rexton and Tivoli brands.
The first two months of 2020 have
been particularly tough, with Covid-19
outbreak knocking off sales in South
Koreato the lowest in 11 years in February.
On an average, SsangYong sells
137,000 units (including exports) a year,
averaging 11,416 units per month.

diverted calls from home on their

50-60 per cent. We have added 14

channel tothosewhichcanbe

?efople ptr.imar;ily tfrorln HARIT NAGPAL towear glovlis, f(zlot
nformation Technology covers, maskand carrya
(IT). They have been there MD and CEO, Tata Sky disinfectant with them.
since the night ofthe We aresstill managing

Janata curfew, 35 people have been

livingand sleepingat the uplink

identified agentswho canattend the

laptop. Currently, we can attend to
only 30 per centof the calls. (The Tata
Sky call centre getsabout alakh calls
everyday). Theaimistotakethisto

serviceslike choosingor droppinga

managed viaWhatsApp.
Abunchoffield service
guyswereidentified to
lookafter repairs only for
older people. They have

700-800 repairsaday only forsenior
citizens. A few daysagowe started

done, evenouryear closingis
happening.

paid virtually. If we physically

“IN THE SHORT TERM, THERE IS
NO PROBLEM. IF AFTER 3-9 [
WEEKS WE DON'T HAVE FRESH
CONTENT, THEN THERE IS A &
PROBLEM. STUDIOS ARE SHUT, :
THE CONTENT PIPELINE IS DRY"

¥60amonth.Soallworkisbeing

Youarealarge company and can,
therefore, weather this one better
We are fortunate because our goods
and servicesare virtual and we can be

delivered products, things would
havebeen difficult. Since many

centrein Chhatarpur (New Delhi)
and15atourIThubinBengaluru.
Our call centresare shut. Butwe

offeringeleven of our services,

education, fitness, cooking, free fora
month. They are usually priced at

partners may notbe able tosend bills,
weare payingthemaccordingtothe
Februarybill. These are our security

suppliers, the 2,500 repairs and
installation partners we have whoin
turn have 25,000 people on their
rolls. Sothey can pay their people.

Whatistheshortandlongterm
impact this could have?

Thebest processes are created when
yourbackisagainst the wall. Now for
every new process, we areasking
‘whatifthis happens?’ and we design
aneven moreefficientand reliable
process. Weare movingthingsas
muchonline as possible. We have 3-4

No lay-offs or salary cuts,
Flipkart CEO tells staft

PEERZADA ABRAR
Bengaluru, 3 April

At a time when companies are
bracing for tough measures to
mitigate the impact of losses
due to the lockdown, Flipkart
Group CEO Kalyan
Krishnamurthy has assured
employees that there will be no
salary cuts or lay-offs.

Krishnamurthy, who held a
first-of-its-kind virtual town hall
meeting with over 8,000
employees on Friday, also said
incentives would be given as
decided and there wouldn’t be
any impact on them. He
emphasised that the company
is honouring all jobs offered,
including the internships.

“A crisis is a great time to
show your statesmanship,
commitment, and character. I
look up to each one of you to
think long-term. What we do
now will build us for the future.
We are honouring all commit-
ments, campus placements,
and looking at innovative ways
of virtual inductions and on-

"“\WE ARE HONOURING
ALL COMMITMENTS,
CAMPUS PLACEMENTS,
AND LOOKING AT
INNOVATIVE WAYS OF
VIRTUAL INDUCTIONS
AND ON-BOARDING"
KALYAN KRISHNAMURTHY
CEO, Flipkart Group

boarding,” Krishnamurthy told
the employees.

He told them the key is for
all employees to remain safe
and healthy, and urged them to
be more responsible. “Don’t be
opportunistic. Don’t short-
change your partners and ven-
dors. They are key to the
progress of e-commerce, and

trust is critical. This is the time
to contribute to nation-build-
ing,” said Krishnamurthy.

One employee also asked
whether the company should
continue with plans for the fes-
tive sale event in May, to which
the CEO replied that employ-
ees should work with category
leaders to prioritise what is
important. “If there is an oppor-
tunity to serve consumers and
offer them value, then we must.
However,Idon’twanttobeina
celebratory mood because after
the lockdown it won’t be the
same,” said Krishnamurthy.

Flipkart competes with
Amazon and JioMart to tap
the online commerce market,
which is expected to touch
$200 billion by 2028 from $30
billion in 2018. India seems
to have entered Stage-3 of the
outbreak. Until March 16, con-
sumer retail sales and walk-
ins did not see much dip com-
pared to last year, which could
have been due to festive shop-
ping, according to a study by
Capillary Technologies.

months of stock of set-top-boxesand
weare notacquiringany new
customersbecause we cannot install.
The topline will be flat, but we will cut
coststo maintain bottom-line.

Whatis yourlearning from
managing this situation?
IfTcanworkunderthese
circumstances, then why notduring
anormalsituation. My home office is
fine,Ican work from there and can go
tothe office fortwo daysinstead of
five. WhydoIneedtotravel to
Bengaluru and Delhi for half-hour
meetings? Thisisa paradigm shift. It
will reduce costs and wastage of time.

Any challenges you might face?
Intheshort-term, thereisno
problem. Ifafter 3-9weekswe don’t
have fresh content, thenthereisa
problem. Studios areshut, the
content pipelineisdry. After re-runs
whywould acustomerwanttowatch
thesamestuffagain? How long will
youdothat?

Ventilatortycoon adds $3.7 billion towealth

BLOOMBERG
3 April

Asthe coronavirus pandemic
wrecks economies, markets and
fortunes, three founders ofa
company that makes ventilators
have added a combined $7.3 billion
totheir wealth this year.

Shenzhen Mindray Bio-Medical
Electronicsshares have climbed 41 per
cent, fuelled by asurge in demand for
thelife-saving devices. Covid-19, the
disease caused by the virus, has
flooded hospitals worldwide with
patientsstrugglingtobreathe.

Chairman Li Xiting, aSingapore
citizenand the city-state’srichest man,
hasadded $3.7billion to his net worth
thisyearand hasa $12.7billion fortune,
accordingtothe Bloomberg
Billionaires Index. That puts him
amongthetop-fivegainersinthe
world. Jeff Bezosisup $3.4 billion,
while Bill Gates isdown $15.3 billion.

Theglobal health crisis has
exposed ashortage of ventilators.
While companies from Ford Motor to
General Motorsrushintohelpramp
up production, Mindray’sboard
secretary Li Wenmei said that global
demandisatleast10timeswhat’s
available at hospitals. New Yorkisjusta
few daysaway from exhaustingits

supply, accordingtostate Governor
Andrew Cuomo.

The death toll worldwide has
exceeded 53,000 while infections
have topped 1 million. Italy and Spain
are the mostimpacted in Europe, but
the disease has also spread rapidly
across the US, where President
Donald Trump warned of 100,000
deaths or more. The Society of
Critical Care Medicine estimates that
960,000 patients would need
ventilator supportinthe US, but the
nation only has about 200,000 such
machines. InItaly, the country with
the most number of fatalities, a
severe ventilator shortage has forced
doctorstotriage patients.

Until late last month, Mindray’s
ventilators didn’t have approvals in
the US market but the Food and Drug
Administration (FDA) authorised
their use under an emergency rule
designed to help ease the shortage.
That move has also boosted the
prospects of Mindray.

Thatauthorisationis “providing
opportunities for Chinese ventilator
productstoenterthe USmarket
quickly,” analystsat Citic
Securitieswrote.

Mindray, which makes
3,000 ventilators amonth,
isn’tthe only manufacturer

ofthe machine in China. Beijing
Aeonmed also got FDA authorisation
last month, accordingtothe
regulator’swebsite. Shares of Jiangsu
Yuyue Medical Equipment & Supply,
another maker, have rallied 98 per
centthisyearin Shenzhen, boosting
itsmarket valueto $5.7 billion.

Giantrivals

Though Mindray, with amarket
capitalisation of $44 billion, is
dwarfed by medical-device giants like
Dublin-based Medtronic, the Chinese
firm has the potential to expand its
market share, said Nikkie Lu, an
analyst with Bloomberg Intelligence.
“It'shad averygood trackrecord,”

withits products able to enter markets
like Europe and Hong Kong, she said.

Inan earnings filing this week,
Mindray said orders from Europe
especially have increased
dramatically, with Italy purchasing
the first batch of almost 0f 10,000
piecesofequipment including
ventilators and monitors.

The company, which has17
subsidiaries in Chinaand operations
in 30 countries, makes health
monitoring systems, ventilators,
defibrillators, anesthesia machines
and infusion systems. The firmhasa
directsalesteam in the US.

Not forever

Theboost to the wealth of Mindray
Chairman Li, who founded the firm
in1991along with Xu and Cheng,
contrasts with the erosion in net
worth of his peersin Asia. LiKa-
shing, Hong Kong’s richest man, has
lost $7.1billion this year as the city
fights a recession from the double-
whammy of the pandemic and last
year’s political protests. Singapore
reported the biggest economic
contractioninadecadeinthe
first quarter, and expectsa
severe recession for the year.
“Sales will definitely drop
afterthe outbreak.”
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BigBasket, Grofers go on hiring

E-COMMERCE SUPPLY CHAIN BACK ON TRACK

spree to meet lockdown load

Both firms are under-staffed amid crisis that has disrupted supply chain

SAMREEN AHMAD
Bengaluru, 3 April

nline grocery start-
O ups BigBasket and

Grofers have
launched campaigns to hire
executives for their ware-
houses and last-mile delivery
to clear backlogs and serve
new orders.

While Bengaluru-based
BigBasket is looking to hire
10,000 staff, Gurugram-based
Grofersislooking to employ an
additional 2,000 people from
the industries that have been
deeply impacted by the coron-
avirus disease (Covid-19) crisis
such as textile, manufacturing,
and services. The hiring by
BigBasket will be done across
26 cities where the company
delivers.

Since the nationwide lock-
down to check the spread of the
Covid-19 was announced,
BigBasket has seen around 50
per cent shortage of delivery
and warehouse staff, most of
whom preferred to stay indoors
initially because of police high-
handedness and fearing for
their safety.

“With many workers stay-
ing home or going back to
their villages and towns, we
now require people to service
this demand. This is why we
are hiring delivery and ware-
house personnel, and this will
work two ways. We will be
able to service more cus-
tomers and also provide
employment to those who
need it the most at the
moment,” said Tanuja Tewari,

everyday

vice-president of Human
Resources at BigBasket.

For Grofers, currently 65 per
cent of its warehouse staff is
operational. “To address the
issue of lack of public transport
for our warehouse staff, we have
sought permission from author-
ities to start our own bus service
for our workforce, wherever
required. Buses are sanitized
every day and utmost hygiene
standards are followed for the
staff,” said Rohit Sharma, head

75,000

ordersfulfilled | operating

lI-O% current 50%

shortage

capacity of staff

of supply chain, Grofers. The
start-up said it is collaborating
with other platforms such as
Zomato to get their delivery fleet
on board.

BigBasket is promising
attractive salaries and bene-
fits like health insurance,
assurance of safe working
environment, including dis-
infecting and sanitizing ware-
houses, delivery crates, and
other equipment on a regular
basis, apart from the provi-

50% 7'9 days

currentserver | Cancellation
capacity refund time

sion of gloves and masks, and
regular thermal scanning.

It has been working with cab
aggregators, retailers and restau-
rant associations for hiring to
increase delivery frequency. It
hasalready partnered with Uber
India to deliver essentials to cus-
tomers at their doorsteps. In this
partnership, Uber’s driver part-
ners will help BigBasket with
last-mile delivery in four cities —
Bengaluru, Hyderabad,
Chandigarh and Noida.

Amazon Pantry
resumes services
in select cities

Amazon Pantry, the compa-
ny’s daily essentials store for

Prime members, is back !

online and accepting orders
in a few cities after tem-
porarily shutting down last
week.

I's now open in
Bengaluru, Hyderabad, and
Pune for select pin codes. It
offers essentials including
food, beverages, household

supplies, health, and beauty

products at discounted rates.

“We are prioritising deliv-
eries of existing orders.
Deliveries of new orders
could take 7-10 days,” said
the firm.

Amazon Pantry was
delivering essentials in over
100 cities before suspending
services temporarily when
the country entered the lock-
down. Earlier, it had tem-
porarily suspended new
orders and disabled ship-
ment for lower-priority prod-
ucts. Amazon India is now
delivering existing orders of
essential products that were
purchased using prepaid
payment methods.

“We are single-mindedly

focused on getting essentials
to you. We continue to work
with state governments to
get clearance and with dis-
trict authorities to get cur-
few passes,” said Amit
Agarwal, country head of
Amazon India, on Twitter.

SAMREEN AHMAD

SBI warns employees of action over
social media posts against bank

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
Kolkata, 3 April

The State Bank of India has
warned its employees against
posting content on social
media that is critical of the
country's largest lender over its
functioning in the wake of the
coronavirus outbreak.

In a recent letter to chief
general managers of all circles,
SBI also said action will be tak-
en against employees who take
to social media platforms to
write messages disparaging the
bank, its management and
policies, sources said on Friday.

"We have seen a spurt in
social media posts pertaining to
functioning of the bank's
branches and offices... There
have been many such posts crit-
ical of the bank not closing

down operations in context of
the COVID-19 outbreak, little
appreciating the role of the bank
at such a critical time," the
sources said, quotinga circular.

The lender has already initi-
ated action against two of its
employees based in West
Bengal for "offensive" posts
against the bank and a senior
management official, they said.

The move has met with crit-
icism by a large section of SBI
employees, who called it an
attempt to muzzle free speech
and expression.

"Being a citizen of a demo-
cratic country, we have a
broader right to express our
views on social media about
the situations that affect our
day lives, without divulging
details of our organisation or
using derogatory language...

this circular is an attempt
to curb our rights enshrined in
Article 19 of the Constitution,"
said an SBI employee, who pre-
ferred not to be named.

A senior United Forum of
Bank Unions (UFBU) official
told PTI that SBI is the only
bank to have come out with
such a circular amid the coro-
navirus crisis.

An official of the All India
Bank Officers Confederation
(AIBOC) said the state-run
lender's circular on social
media posts of its employees
is "definitely" a breach of their
democratic rights.

"Indecent language in
social media against banks is
not encouraged, but employ-
ees are well within rights to flag
concerns through their posts,"
he said.

When contacted, SBI Chief

General Manager, Kolkata

Circle, Ranjan Kumar Mishra,
said the bank has a social

media policy in place which

every employee is expected to
adhere to, failing which action
could be initiated.
"Everybody is free to
express themselves on social
media regarding COVID-19 or
any other subject, but if such
posts tarnish the image of the

bank and is violative of the set

code of conduct, then discipli-
nary action might be taken
after investigation," Mishra
told PTL.

On reports that some of its
employees are placed under
suspension over recent social
media posts, he said such steps

are "regular internal matters of

the bank".

Microsoft powers Gaia
infight against Covid-19

PEERZADA ABRAR
Bengaluru, 3 April

Microsoft is providing support
to Gaia Smart Cities, an Internet
of Things (IoT) start-up, to help
citizens assess their coron-
avirus-related health risk.

Gaia has built a platform,
using Microsoft’s cloud com-
puting service Azure, that
enables citizens to provide infor-
mation about their health risk
and help city administration
track responses by pincodes.
The platform includes an app.

The data that the citizens
feed about their symptoms,
travel and contact history is
stored in Azure, which then pro-
vides a real-time report about
the daily situation as well as
trends observed in the city.

The Mumbai-based firm’s
technology has been success-
fully tested in Agra, and Gaia
plans to take the platform to
other cities.

Arun Prakash, CEO of Agra
Smart City, said this app will
help cities identify high-risk
individuals, get health teams to
them with their permission,
and through data analytics, see
emerging location-based
spread trends, if any, to be able
to take prompt response action.

“The Agra smart city control
and command room has been
converted into a war room in
our fight against coronavirus in
Agradistrict. This app helps cit-

“Qur Agra smart city
programme management
team is working on the

frontline alongside the Agra

district administration to

organise response measures,

create food and supplies
distribution linkages,
enable digital medical

centres and citizen helplines,

and spread necessary
information to citizens”

AMRITA CHOWDHURY,

Director, Gaia

izens understand the critical
symptoms and their risk factor,
sothat they can take preventive
care or connect with medical
practitioners as needed,” said
Prakash.

Amrita Chowdhury,
Director at Gaia, said the com-
pany repurposed its smart feed-
back software platform to build
a “citizen home delivery loca-
tor platform, citizen covid-19
risk self-assessment app”, and
other digital enablers.

She said these software-as-a-
service (SaaS) solutions, pow-
ered by Azure, are scalable,
transportable, and rapidly
deployable. These solutions
leverage pincode-based data so
that targeted micro-location
specific information can be col-
lated or disseminated to best
benefit citizens.

“As a start-up, we are hum-

bled to be able to contribute to
the fight against coronavirus.
Our Agra smart city pro-
gramme management team is
working on the frontline along-

side the Agra district adminis-
tration to organise response
measures, create food and sup-

plies distribution linkages,
enable digital medical centres
and citizen helplines, and
spread necessary information
to citizens,” said Chowdhury.
“It would be our privilege to

extend this contribution to sup-

port other cities as well.”

Sangeeta Bavi, Director —
Startups, Microsoft India, said:

“Our trusted and scalable cloud
platform and technologies pres-
ent a transformative opportuni-
ty for start-ups to innovate and
build ground-breaking solutions
that are helping the citizens of
our country,” said Bavi.

COMPANIES 3

Residential bookings
in Mumbai region fall
78% in Feb-Mar: Report

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
Mumbai, 3 April

Residential bookings wit-
nessed a 78 per cent fall in the
Mumbai Metropolitan Region
between February and March
as compared to January this
year, owing to the adverse
impact of the coronavirus out-
break on the real estate sector,
says a repott.

According to a report by
real estate developers’ associ-
ation Credai-MCHI, as com-
pared to January 2020, book-
ings of residential units have
fallen by 78 per cent in 30 days
from February 2020 last week
to March third week.

The report, which has been
conducted with insights from
over 100 Mumbai
Metropolitan Region (MMR)
developer members to ascer-
tain impact of Covid-19 on
MMR Real Estate, further said
there has been a 250 per cent
drop in home loan collection
in March as compared to
January this year.

“Residential real estate has
already been under an enor-
mous pressure due to the pre-
vailing liquidity crunch, sub-
dued demand and
unaffordable prices. Due to
Covid-19 and the subsequent
lockdown, the Indian real
estate industry, along with its
allied industries, are experi-
encing a substantial slowdown
in activities,” Credai-MCHI
President Nayan Shah said.

Other than pre-commitments, demand for office is
likely to be postponed to H2 2020 or H12021. Existing
tenants might delay lease renewals to H2 2020 and
will renegotiate rent free periods until lockdown

The report noted that RBI's
three month moratorium on
term loan instalments is
expected to release some pres-
sure off the developers.

“Developer cashflows will be
adversely affected due to the
lockdown. While cash outflows
in the short term will be negat-
ed due to stalled construction
projects, the overall moderation
in the long term will depend
upon developer's ability to sus-
tain collections,” it said.

Due to the lockdown, all
construction activities across
the country have come to a
standstill.

“Stalled projects will
decrease the demand for con-
struction finance and increase
liabilities on bank, hence the
cost of finance is expected to

increase,” the report added.

Meanwhile, Maharashtra
real estate regulator
MahaRERA has allowed three
months extension to all regis-
tered projects where comple-
tion date, revised completion
date or extended completion
date expires on or after March
15, 2020.

The report further stated
that pre-commitments will
form a significant part of leas-
ing of commercial office
spaces in the first half of 2020.

“Other than pre-commit-
ments, demand for office is
likely to be postponed to H2
2020 or H12021. Existing ten-
ants might delay lease
renewals to H2 2020 and will
renegotiate rent free periods
until lockdown,” it said.
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Bond market disappointed with Cropharvesttakes
borrowing plan of (entre, states

Dealers say the huge supply is a concern ata time when volumes have thinned because of Covid

ANUP ROY
Mumbai, 3 April

ond yields shot up

on Friday as dealers

expressed

disappointment on
heavy weekly borrowing
numbers, while there was no
news on private placement
with the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI).

Despite the government
and the RBI earmarking five
specified securities for foreign
portfolio investors (FPI), it will
take quite time for FPIs to
return and collect interest on
Indian papers. In financial
2019-20 (FY20), FPIs sold
348,710 crore worth of debt till
February, and 362,000 crore
in March alone.

The 10-year bond yield
closed at 6.31 per cent, up
from its previous close of 6.14
per cent. The rupee closed at
76.13 a dollar, compared to its
FY20 close of 75.6 a dollar. The
markets were closed for two
days after the end of the pre-
vious fiscal.

What has complicated
matters is that states have also
piled up with borrowing in the
thin market. According to the
latest calendar, while the

ILLUSTRATION BY AJAY MOHANTY

Centre will borrow 34.88 tril-
lion in the first half, states will
borrow about %1.27 trillion in
the first quarter itself. States
had borrowed 81,523 crore in
the first quarter of the
previous fiscal, said CARE
Ratings in a note.

Therefore, the Centre’s
borrowing will be about
320,000 crore every week, and
on top of that, states will issue
another310,500 crore of high-
grade bonds on average every
week.

“In the first auction of state
loans in the current fiscal, the

amount to be raised is 36,000
crore, which is the highest
ever,” said Avnish Jain, head
of fixed income at Canara
Robeco Asset Management.

“There has been no G-Sec

supply since  February
because of which the market
has been steady. However,
now that borrowings of both
the Centre and states will start
in earnest, demand might not
keep up with supply,” Jain
said.

Bond dealers say the huge
supply is a concern at a time
when volumes have thinned
because of the impact of the
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coronavirus disease (Covid-
19) outbreak and nobody
knows when the uncertainty
would end. That has also nul-
lified the impact of small sav-
ings rate cut.

“The market was also
expecting some OMO (open
market operations) support.
That has not come. There is
so much supply of bonds at a
time when FPIs are withdraw-
ing. There is clearly a
demand-supply mismatch,”
said Devendra Dash, head of
assets and liability manage-
ment (ALM) at AU Small
Finance Bank.

Soumya Kanti Ghosh,
State Bank of India group’s
chief economic advisor, sees
the extra support as an inev-
itability. “Given at least 4 per
cent slippage in gross domes-
tic product estimated, or 8
lakh crore, we expect the
Centre and states could bor-
row conservatively close to
%20 lakh crore (trillion) in
FY21. Thus, it is a must that
RBI monetises the deficit,
using the national calamity
clause given the
stressed market
absorption capacity,”
Ghosh wrote in a
paper.

According to Jain,
FPIs are unlikely to
return till the pan-
demic is controlled.
The impact on gov-
ernment revenues
could be severe and the com-
bined government deficit
(Centre and states) might rise.

The government has
already announced a relief
package of 1.7 trillion for the
weaker sections of society,
and there could be more to
come. “Higher government
deficit will likely lead to
higher government bond
rates in FY21,” Jain said.

CORONAVIRUS
PANDEMIC

AVIATION: The ensuing
weee Cashflow disruption
could possiblylead to

breach of debt covenants if
the outbreak escalates and resultsin
a prolonged near-zero revenue
situation

SHIPPING: Container
terminals atthe major
""" portsin India have

already reported a few blank
sailings or cancellation of port calls.
This could intensify in the coming
weeks depending upon the level of
outbreakin India's majortrading
partner countries

TOURISM: The travel
bansin placetranslateto
aforegone revenue of

around US$ 5 bnforthe

Lockdown helps
faster delivery of

industry from foreign tourists alone.
The magnitude of the impact would
be much largerwhen foregone
revenue from domestic tourists is
also accounted for

RETAIL: While textile,
footwear, fashion
accessories, furniture,

and other household appliances
will have revenue losses, food and
other FM(G essential services
segments will likelyfacea surgein
sales driven by panic buyingand
hoarding

LIVESTOCK: Giventhat
the averagefarmsizein
Indiais 8,000 birds with

aL0-day production cycle,
atypical poultry farmerwould lose
around 310 lakh. Losses of this

magnitude with no signs of price
recovery are expected to drive many
players out of business

MSMEs: Only 53% of
large companiesin
India pay their suppliers

ontime. Slowdown may
force large firms to scale down
production. The ensuing cash
flow disruptions will lead to
delayed payments to MSMEs,
triggering credit defaultsand
permanent business closures of
highly leveraged MSMEs, and
rendering many people jobless

P GEMS & JEWELLERY:
With the growing
number of Covid-19

cases, revival of the sector
does not appearimminent. Given

New Delhi, 3 April

thatthe gems & jewellery
contribute to 12% of India’s
merchandise exports, theimpact
ofthe slowdown in global
demand is expected to pull down
India's overall exports very steeply

ELECTRONIC GOODS:
E“D High level of
dependency onimports

makes the sector highly
vulnerable to foreign exchange
risk coupled with fear of supply
constraint. Of the total demand for
electronicsin India, about 50-
60% of the products and 70-80%
of the componentsareimported

AUTOMOTIVE:
@ Normally, auto
companies maintaina

one-month ortwo-month

number of cases in the country.
The amount released by the
finance ministry is a fraction of
The Centre on Friday released whatstates have been demanding,

The Covid-19 impact on various sectors of the Indian economy would depend on the longevity of the outbreak and the lockdown. Except for essentials in the
consumer goods, most sectors would be impacted one way or the other, finds consultancy firm Dun & Bradstreet.

COMPILED BY INDIVJIAL DHASMANA

inventory, howeverif the supply
chain remains disrupted for next
two months, the Indian auto
industry may face significant
revenue loss

DRUGS & PHARMA:
Theimpact of (OVID-19
outbreak onthe drugs

and pharmaceuticals sector
is expected to be moderate. The
sector contributes to 1.2% of
India’s gross value added and 7%
of manufacturing value added

TEXTILES: The Covid
impact on the textile
sector is expected to be

moderate in the coming
weeks. However, if the outbreak
remains prolonged then the
impactis expected to be high

%6,195.08 crore on account of ‘reve-
nue deficit grants’ under 15th
Finance Commission recommen-
dations to 14 states,” Finance

centre stageinplans
for liftinglockdown

ARCHIS MOHAN
New Delhi, 3 April

The Centre is brainstorming with states before
it goes ahead with its plan to undertake a
staggered lifting of the 21-day lockdown from
April 15. Some of the issues that are likely to be
taken up are crop harvest, procurement of
grains by government agencies, and restoring
inter-state supply chains.

A day after Prime Minister Narendra Modi
sought suggestions on staggered lifting of the
lockdown, some states stressed the need to
restore supply chains. They also said
the Centre wants them to identify
hotspots of the virus, which could
help in enforcing a limited lockdown
in urban areas.

Experts, however, believe this will
be temporary. A longer lockdown to
contain the spread of coronavirus dis-
ease (Covid-19) would be needed, with
the number of cases and deaths from it
spiking every passing day.

In his talks with chief ministers, Modi also
spoke of a possible second wave of the virus in
some countries.

According to sources in some states, they
are working on a strategy for a renewed
lockdown after a gap of some days to facilitate
the procurement of grains.

The Centre also needs to ensure higher
production of medical supplies, particularly
personal protective equipment and ventilators
to supply to states. Assam Chief Minister
Sarbananda Sonowal, Rajasthan CM Ashok
Gehlot and some others have specifically
demanded resumption of supply chains, while
Bihar CM Nitish Kumar has asked the Centre
for urgent medical supplies.

However, at the current juncture, states as
well as the Centre are concerned about the lock-
down disrupting the harvest of crops.

On Friday, Union Home Secretary Ajay
Kumar Bhalla shot off a letter to state chief
secretaries to allow harvesting and sowing
operations.

After the PM announced the lockdown
on March 24, farm outfits approached the
Centre asking it to relax restrictions on harvest-
ing of standing crops.

The Centre issued an advisory on March 27,
exempting harvest operations, but the message
has not reached the ground.

In his letter, the home secretary said lock-
down exemptions to farming operations, pro-
curement of agricultural products, operation of
mandis as well as movement of harvesting and
sowing machinery should be communicated to
all field agencies.

At a meeting with state governors and
administrators, Vice-President M Venkaiah
Naidu urged them to advise the state agencies
to ensure the smooth movement of
farm machinery so that farmers do not face
any hardship.

Farmers harvest crops in Jabalpur on Friday.
Union home secretary has written to states to
allow harvesting and sowing PHOTO: PTI

According to a statement by the Rajya
Sabha secretariat, Naidu also wanted them “to
ensure 100 per cent procurement of the pro-
duce”. “That is the need of the hour,” the vice-
president said.

Experts in India believe the time to assess
the impact of the lockdown is the third week of
April, since cases recorded now are of those
infected before the lockdown started.

RK Misra, a non-resident scholar at Carnegie
India, tweeted of a four-week lockdown lifting
process. “During our discussion in various
groups (with industry/political leaders, thinkers
and policymakers), following is emerging as the
four-week staggered lockdown lifting process
for various industries and institutions. For IT,
financial services and BPO companies - only
25 per cent in the first week, 50 per cent in the
second week, 75 per cent in the third and 100
per cent in the fourth week attend office and be
seated accordingly, ensuring social distancing.
Remaining work from home in respective
weeks,” Misra added.

“Industries and factories — food and essen-
tial goods — immediately open to full produc-
tion in the first week if they are not running
already,” he said.

The Confederation of All India Traders has
also asked for easing of the lockdown, or making
the process of getting passes simpler, to ensure
smoother supply chains. It said traders have
stocks of 15-20 days, but may need to replenish
if the lockdown is extended or reinforced later.

FinMin transfers X17K cr to states to deal Wit_h Crisis

ARUP ROYCHOUDHURY the Centre seeking funds to deal
with the pandemic as well as pend-
ing amounts, whether under devo-

lution, grants, share of central

foodgrain by FCI

In11days, corporation moved three times
more grain than the same period last year

SANJEEB MUKHERIJEE
New Delhi, 3 April

Since a day before the nationwide lock-
down, the Food Corporation of India
(FCI) has delivered 1.16 million tonnes
(mt) foodgrain to several states, includ-
ing Uttar Pradesh, Bihar, and West
Bengal. According to a senior FCI offi-
cial, this is nearly three times what the
corporation had delivered during the
corresponding period last year.

The FCl is also looking at moving 6
mt foodgrain this month alone, nearly
2.5 times what it had delivered in April
last year, the official said.

Since March 24, a day before the 21-
day lockdown was imposed, around
1.33 mt of wheat and rice were loaded
from producing states, such as Punjab
and Haryana, of which around 1.16 mt
have reached designated states until
Friday. The remaining is in transit.

A near-absence of passenger traffic
on the railway network through which
more than 85 per cent of the foodgrain
is moved out annually from producing
states and easy availability of rakes
facilitated this movement of foodgrain.
“Goods trains are mainly carrying FCI’s
foodgrain,” the official said.

The FCI’s responsibility is to deliver
the goods at its designated depots
within a state, and thereafter it is the
state’s responsibility to transport it
further right up to ration shops.
Identification of beneficiaries, issu-
ance of ration cards, and supervision
and monitoring of ration shops —all
fall within the purview of the state
administration. “We are planning to
move out around 6 mt of foodgrain this
month from producing states. In April
last year, we had moved around 2.6
mt,” the FCI official said.

The movement of such a large
quantity is necessitated as the Centre
has decided to give 5 kg of wheat and
rice extra to all the beneficiaries
(around 820 million people) under the
National Food Security Act. As of April

%17,287.08 crore to in financial support as

states in revenue def- Andhra Pradesh, well as clearance of
icit grants and state Assam, Himachal pending dues. Central
disaster  response Pradesh, Kerala, government officials
mitigation fund Manipur, Meghalaya, say there is under-
(SDRMF) for 2020-21, Mizoram, Nagaland, standably a resource

to help them deal Punjab, Sikkim, crunch, but more will

with the Covid-19 cri- Tripura, Tamil Nadu, be given.

sis. Uttarakhand, and “The Finance
This comes a day West Bengal have Ministry released

after Prime Minister got the assistance %17,287.08 crore to dif-

Narendra Modi held a ferent states to enhance

videoconference with chief minis- their financial resources during the
terson ways to tackle the escalating Covid-19 crisis. This includes

Minister Nirmala Sitharaman said
on one of her two official Twitter
accounts. “These states are
Andhra Pradesh, Assam, Himachal
Pradesh, Kerala, @ Manipur,
Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland,
Punjab, Sikkim, Tamil Nadu,
Tripura, Uttarakhand, and West
Bengal. The remaining 11,092
crore is to all states as advance pay-
ment of the Central share of first
instalment of SDRMF,” she said.
Chief ministers and state
finance ministers have written to

schemes or GST compensation

Maharashtra had sought a spe-
cial package worth 325,000 crore
from the Centre and asked it to
release pending dues worth 316,654
crore under various heads by
March 31, to fight the economic cri-
sis stemming from the Covid-19
outbreak. Tamil Nadu has sought A
aspecial assistance 0f34,000 crore SRl e
and other financial support. West @8
Bengal has asked for a package of
325,000 crore and clearance of
dues worth 36,000 crore.

FM Nirmala Sitharaman said the

amount would boost financial
resources of states
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NOTE: Total might not match as all states haven't
beenincluded; *The difference is goods in transit
Source: FCl and Government Statement

1, the FCI had a foodgrain stock of 56.24
mt, of which rice was 31.64 mt and
wheat 24.60 mt.

Besides, helping the distribution of
foodgrain through ration, the FCI is
offloading surplus stock to bulk users
under the open market sales scheme
(OMSS) through e-auction. This will
enable private flour millers to process
the same into atta and other eatables
ahead of the arrival of the new crop.

So far, the FCI has received bids for
the purchase of 0.14 mt of wheat and
77,000 tonnes of rice from private
traders and food processing com-
panies. Because of the Covid-19 pan-
demic, the FCI has allowed states to lift
afixed quota of grain at a reserve price
under the OMSS, without participating
in the e-auction.

Military to deploy more units to battle virus

AJAI SHUKLA
New Delhi, 3 April

With the national effort against the
coronavirus disease (Covid-19) pandemic
beingincreasingly enunciated inthe
rhetoricofa “war”, the Ministry of Defence
(MoD) announced on Friday the
deployment of additional military medical
and logistics resourcestoaid government
health authorities.

The MoDsaid that, in addition tosix
quarantine facilities the armed forces have
already established at Mumbeai, Jaisalmer,
Jodhpur, Hindon, Manesar and Chennai,
the military will make available “high
dependencyunit” and “intensive care
unit”bedsin 51armed forces hospitals
acrossthe country. “Some of these facilities
arelocated at Kolkata, Visakhapatnam,
Kochi, Dundigal near Hyderabad,
Bengaluru, Kanpur, Jaisalmer, Jorhatand
Gorakhpur,” said a MoD release on Friday.

Inaddition, 15 other facilities are being
kept ready asstandby for use, if required,”
stated the defence ministry on Friday.
Together, these have beds for about 15,000
Covid-19 patients. Army chief, General MM
Naravane, has offered more than 8,500
doctorsand support staffto assist the anti-
Covid-19 effort.

As Coronavirustesting picksup
momentum, five viral testinglabs atarmed
forces hospitals, which are equipped to
carry out Covid-19 testing, have been made
partofthe national grid. “Theseinclude
Army Hospital (Research & Referral), Delhi
Cantt; Air Force Command Hospital,
Bangalore; Armed Forces Medical College,
Pune; Command Hospital, Lucknow and

-

Defence Minister Rajnath Singh chairs a Group of Ministers’ meeting to review

measures to fight the Covid-19 pandemic, in New Delhi on Friday

Command Hospital, Udhampur. Six more
hospitals are being equipped shortly with
the resourcestobegin Covid-19testing,”
stated the ministry.

Thearmed forces have already handled
1,737 patients at the quarantine centres
already functioning. Of these, 403 have
beenreleased, while three positive Covid-
19 cases —two from Hindan and one from
Manesar - were referred to Safdarjung
Hospital in New Delhi for further
treatment.

Besides the military’s primary function
tosafeguard India’s territorial integrity, it
alsohasasecondaryrole “in aid to the civil
authority.” Besides restoring law and order
and civilian control in flashpoints like
Jammu & Kashmir, thisrequiresthe

military toassistin controlling natural

disasters and pandemics, when called
uponbythe government.

The militaryistotally prepared to stand
uptothe demands made by government
and the people,” stated Chief of Defence
Staff, General Bipin Rawat, to the media.

Rawat has also offered to allow the use of
military school premises — currently closed
duetothelockdown, and subsequently the
summer vacation —as quarantine centres
for persons who have been exposed tothe
virus. The Indian Air Force (IAF) has
mobilised its aircraft fleet for transporting
essential supplies, medicines and medical
equipment.

“So far, approximately 60 tonnes of
stores have been airlifted to various parts of
the country. 28 fixed wing aircraft and 21
helicopters are on standby at various

locations across the country,” said the
defence ministry.

Meanwhile, special IAF flights have
evacuated Indian citizens and transported
over 25tonnes of medical supplies. “A C-17
Globemaster IIl comprising of crew,
medical team and support staffhas carried
15tonnes of medical supplies to Chinaand
airlifted 125 persons, comprising Indian
nationals and few citizens from friendly
countriesonitsreturn,” said the ministry.

AnIAF C-17 Globemaster Il has also
flown toIran and brought back 58
stranded Indians, along with 529 samples
for Covid-19 testing.

Continuing India’s tradition of assisting
small Indian Ocean countries, a C-130J
Super Hercules aircraft flew to the Maldives
with 6.2 tonnes of medicines.

“An Army Medical Corpsteam
consisted of five doctors, two nursing
officersand seven paramedics was
deployed in Maldives for capacity building
measures and assistance and in settingup
theirowntesting, treatment and
quarantine facilities between March 13-21,”
said the defence ministry.

Thenavy hasreadied six warships for
assistinglittoral neighbours. In addition,
five naval medical teams are on standby for
deployment in Maldives, Sri Lanka,
Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan and
Afghanistan.

Meanwhile, the Defence R&D
Organisation (DRDO) has developed a five-
layered nanotechnology face mask (called
N99) and is ramping up per day production
t020,000 masks. DRDOisalsoengaged in
modifying ventilators sothat one machine
cansupport four patients at the same time.
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Firms see ‘stark pessimism’ in sentiment: RBI survey

ANUP ROY
Mumbai, 3 April

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) on
Friday released the results of a couple
of its surveys, conducted before the
nation went into lockdown. These show
that the general population remains

pessimistic about economic and
job prospects in the immediate
future, even as they expect some
improvement in the next year,
going by the consumer confi-
dence survey.

However, a separate ‘indus-
trial outlook survey’ was
repeated a fortnight after the
original survey, to capture a pos-

sible impact of coronavirus disease
(Covid-19). The survey, repeated with 48
companies as against 860 in the original,

showed “very sharp deterioration in
timent across all sectors for Q4F

and stark pessimism for Q1FY21, com-

pared to the assessment in the initial
round of the survey,” the RBI said.

(ORONAlRUS
PANDEMIC

In that survey, conducted from March

18-20, the central bank had found com-
panies to have assessed a deterioration
in demand conditions for the manufac-
turing sector, which also translated into
pessimism about the overall business sit-

uation for Q4FY20.

Other than the industrial out-
look survey, other surveys were
not able to capture the economic
impact caused by the coronavi-
rus scare, considering that the
crucial surveys had ended by
March 7. Till March 13, the gov-
ernment didn’t see the epidemic
as a health emergency, but went

on alockdown the following week.

The March round of the Consumer

=

- "%y VIEWS AND PERCEPTIONS

Expectations on the general economicsituation
brought to light by the household survey
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The consumer confidence survey was
conducted on 5,365 households in
Ahmedabad, Bengaluru, Bhopal,
Chennai, Delhi, Guwahati, Hyderabad,

70 Jaipur, Kolkata, Lucknow, Mumbai,
Patna, and Thiruvananthapuram.
Similarly, in  the Inflation
Expectations Survey of Households —
conducted in 18 major cities among 5,912
0 urban households — the three-month
and one-year median inflation expecta-
tions declined by 10 bps and 20 bps,

15.1

=35 respectively. However, the share of

-23.9 households expecting general inflation
-70 torise in the next three months and one

Mar '20 year also declined noticeably, compared
source: gp L0 the January 2020 round, the RBI said.

In the Order Books, Inventories and

sen-

Y20, cities, indicated that

Confidence Survey, conducted between
February 27 and March 7 across 13 major
confidence
“remained broadly close to the all-time

low, which was recorded in the previous
survey round”.

Expectations for the year ahead, as
gauged by the future expectations
index, were largely unchanged from the

last round.

However, “sentiment on the general
economic situation, employment sce-
nario, and household income remained
pessimistic”. There was some improve-

As gas prices crash, ships
turn into floating storage

ANNA SHIRYAEVSKAYA & NAUREEN S MALIK
3 April

iquefied natural gas (LNG)

traders are following the

latest trend in the oil mar-

ket by storing huge
amounts of the commodity on
tankers, hoping prices will rise
before the ship docks.

But while crude can sit for
months or even years in a tank,
super-chilled LNG tends to evapo-
rate even in the specialised vessels
that handle it.

That limits the amount of time
“floating storage” is feasible.

“Keeping gas frozen is extremely
expensive because of the energy
cost to maintain the ultra-low
minus-265-degree Fahrenheit tem-
perature,” said Francisco Blanch,
head of global commodities and
derivative research for Bank of
America in New York.

The number of vessels used for
floating storage was at 17 late last
month, but has now eased to 13 after
some unloaded their cargoes in
India, according to data intelligence
company Kpler. Three vessels have
been idle for more than 10 days,
Kyriakos Mezopoulos, director for
LNG at Affinity, said in a note.

More ships acting like storage
tanks might also be a sign the LNG
industry is poised to cut production.
They’re reacting to a crash in prices
as demand slowed, the result of two
warm winters in a row and the coro-
navirus, which has shut huge parts
of the global economy.

US LNG producer Cheniere
Energy is already sourcing cargoes
in Europe, with some traders
and analysts speculating that this
could be ahead of temporary pro-
duction cuts.

Spot LNG in Asia, the biggest
consuming region, slumped to a
record this week, and prices in
Europe are also testing all-time
lows. And unlike in o0il, where mar-
kets indicate a rebound in prices in
the months ahead, a surge in for-
ward rates for LNG is too far off to
matter.

Fitch slashes India growth
forecast to 30-year low

The number of vessels used for floating storage was 17 late last month, but

has now eased to 13

“We clearly see floating storage
as a safety valve in the next couple
of weeks and even in the next cou-
ple of months,” Jefferson Clarke,
managing director for LNG at
shipbroker Poten & Partners, said
at the webinar.

In the crude oil market, plunging
prices triggered a huge contango,
where traders anticipate gains in
future months and have an incen-
tive to put the commodity into stor-
age for months or years. They’ve
hired tankers because storage sites
on land are almost full.

Oil tanker rates in prolonged
rally as excess oil seeks storage

The dynamics are different in the
gas industry, where gas storage sites
on land that should be near empty
still have fuel from last year. Also,
the “boil-off” rate is a factor for
LNG. Between 0.07 per cent to 0.15
per cent on average evaporates from
LNG tankers per day for the major-
ity of the global fleet. That means
over a 75-day voyage, about 5 per
cent to 11 per cent of the original
cargo could be lost.

Last fall, some traders loaded
cargoes at low prices in August and

India's GDP
to slip to 4%

PHOTO:REUTERS

discharged in early November when
rates were rising. A typical journey
from Qatar to the UK via Suez Canal,
for example, takes about two weeks.

While new vessels have better
technology that limits the evapo-
ration rate — Flex LNG has three
ships for delivery later this year
with a boil-off of about 0.035
per cent — the difficulty containing
the gas over long periods means
using tankers as storage has a phys-
ical limit.

“Floating storage is less about
stockpiling, but more about slow-
steaming until hopefully the rates
pick up,” Iain Ross, chief executive
officer of shipowner Golar LNG, said
at the webinar organized by Capital
Link and Citigroup.

While benchmark Asian LNG
has lost about half its value this
year, the storage trade is a bright
spot for vessel owners. They can
charge more than 40 per cent more
per day for a typical tanker in the
Atlantic than at the same time a
year ago, according to data from
shipbroker Fearnleys.

Unusual trend
The latest trend is unusual for this

time of year, said Oystein Kalleklev,
chief executive officer of Flex LNG.
The company now has six vessels
that it rents out. Unlike oil, LNG
demand is largely seasonal, with a
peak in winter when heating is in
demand and another smaller lift in
the summer for cooling.

More floating storage may
appear in September and October,
when tanks on land are full and
winter chills have yet to arrive, while
price bottom out right before sea-
sonal advances. Demand for vessels
later this year is already rising, said
Mark Kremin, CEO of shipowner
Teekay Gas Group.

Vessels with a very low boil-off
make them “perfect” for floating
storage play in the second half of
the year, and Flex has fixed one of
its upcoming vessels with trading
house Gunvor Group, Kalleklev said
on Friday.

In part, floating storage in LNG
now is a result of quarantines,
Kalleklev and his peer from Hoegh
LNG Holdings, Sveinung Stohle,
said in interviews. Other reasons are
cargo deferrals and diversions, as
the virus-hit demand and delayed
unloading, the shipping executives
said at the webinar.

Loadings at plants have also
slowed because global inventories
are so full, Kalleklev said. Also, as
the Covid-19 situation eased in
China and South Korea, ships are
sailing from Europe to Asia, natu-
rally extending voyages and shrink-
ing availability of vessels in the
Atlantic, he said.

Indian buyers calling force
majuere on cargoes last week
has meant volumes needed to find
other homes in an oversupplied
market, so this involuntary
floating storage came amid what
looks like distressed cargoes, said
Trevor Sikorski, an analyst at
Energy Aspects.

“We will see increased ineffi-
ciencies with regards to discharge
and possible ships having to wait 14
days from loading to discharge,”
Kalleklev said in an emailed
response to questions.  BLOOMBERG

ment in expectation for the year ahead.
While households perceived some easing
in inflation pressure, sentiment on dis-
cretionary spending remained in the con-

traction zone.

AMRITHA PILLAY
Mumbai, 3 April

Volatility in crude oil prices and
uncertain petroleum demand
over the past fortnight have come
as a cause for concern for oil
marketing companies (OMCs).
“Crude prices had rallied
25 per cent on Thursday after
Saudi Arabia called an ‘urgent
meeting’ of the OPEC+ alliance
and other producers to negotiate
an output cut deal. NYMEX
front-month crude settled at
$25.32 per barrel, up $5.01,” S&P
Platts noted in a report on Friday.
US President Donald Trump
had on Thursday indicated a pro-
duction cut agreement of 10 mil-
lion barrel per day to 15 million
barrel per day. “Despite the sud-
den jump in crude price on
Thursday, after Trump’s tweets,
oil prices are expected to remain
depressed, which works fine for
OMCs,” said Debasish Mishra,
partner at consultancy Deloitte
Touche Tohmatsu.
An output cut, at best, will put
a floor to the falling crude prices,
but it may not stabilise
demand-supply dynamics.
“Demand is falling at a faster
rate,” said an analyst with a
domestic  brokerage firm.
Executives from OMCs have
raised similar worries. So far,
Indian Oil Corporation (IOC) has
already slashed refinery through-
put by up to 30 per cent. Bharat
Petroleum Corporation (BPCL)
has cut throughput by 20 per cent.
Both moves are to align with the
falling product demand in the
country’s market. Executives said
if the April 15 deadline for the

Capacity Utilisation Survey (OBICUS)

survey for the December quarter 2019 —
covering 704 manufacturing companies
— the RBI found that capacity utilisation
declined to 68.6 per cent in the Q3FY20,

from 69.1 per cent in the previous quarter.

Demand, price volatility
impacting Indian OMCs
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An output cut will put a floor to the falling crude prices, but it may
not stabilise demand-supply dynamics

lockdown is extended, refineries
may need to take steeper cuts.

“OMCs are used to volatility in
crude oil prices. One day’s spike
or fall does not worry us. If the
prices remain steady, we will have
to worry about inventory loss or
gain. So far, diesel margins are
looking better in comparison to
other products. In addition, a
steady high price will also impact
working capital,” said an execu-
tive with one of the state-run oil
companies. Analysts have already
factored in huge inventory losses
for the March quarter.

“The impact of the current vol-
atility on inventory will reflect in
the June quarter numbers,”
added the analyst. He said OMCs
have so far maintained product
prices in the marketing segment,
which may act as a buffer for any
increase in crude oil prices.

Owing to the fall in demand,
reports suggest that companies
like IOC and HPCL have issued
force majeure notices to certain
suppliers. Not everyone, however,
is convinced the move will help

significantly. “The method hasits
own positives and negatives. It is
yet to be legally established if it is
an act of god. One needs to weigh
if the cost of arbitration is higher
than the cost of demurrage for
floating your cargo,” the oil execu-
tive had earlier added.

“In the current volatile price
scenario, the force majeure clause
will help only to the extent of
holding lower inventories for the
June quarter and avoiding any
inventory loss in the event of
prices staying high in April,” the
analyst had added.

Others are confident of the
medium-to-long term prospects
for Indian refiners. Vikas Halan,
senior vice-president, corporate
finance group, Moody’s Investors
Service, said: “ We view the cur-
rent situation as temporary. The
medium-to-long term growth
expectation of petroleum product
demand in India remains intact
and could possibly improve if oil
prices remain low. The aviation
fuel demand, however, will take
longer time to recover.”

CERC reduces late payment surcharge on power discoms

SHREYA JAI
New Delhi, 3 April

Central Electricity Regulatory
Commission (CERC) reduced the
late payment surcharge levied on
power distribution companies
(discoms) for delayed payment to
power generators and transmis-
sion companies (transcos).

In an order issued on Friday,
CERC lowered the surcharge to
1 per cent per month from 1.5 per
cent per month for 45 days till
June 30. “The generating com-
panies whose tariff has been
determined under Section 63 of
the Act by this Commiission, relief
on the late payment surcharge for
payment which become delayed

beyond 45 days (from the date of
presentation of the bill) during the
period from (March 24) to (June
30) may be claimed in terms of
the force majeure provisions of
the respective power purchase
agreements (PPAs),” said the
order. It gave similar relief for the
payments to be made to transmis-
sion companies.

Indian expats with expiredvisas on sticky wicket

Fitch Ratings on Friday said it
had slashed India’s growth
forecast for this fiscal yeartoa
30-year low of 2 per cent, from
5.1 per cent projected earliet, as
economic recession gripped
global economy following the
lockdown because of the
Covid-19 pandemic.

“The initial disruptions to
regional manufacturing
supply chains from a lock-
down in China as the corona-
virus spread have now broad-
ened to include local
discretionary spending and
exports even as parts of China
return to work. Fitch now

expects a global recession this
year and recently cut our GDP
growth forecast for India to 2
per cent for the fiscal year end-
ing March 2021 after lowering
it to 5.1 per cent previously,
which would make it the slo-
west growth in India over the
past 30 years,” Fitch said.

On March 20, Fitch had
projected India's GDP growth
for 2020-21 at 5.1 per cent,
lower than 5.6 per cent esti-
mated in December 2019. Last
week, Moody's sharply cut
India's growth forecast for cal-
endar 2020 to 2.5 per cent from
5.3 per cent. PTI

in FY21;: ADB

The Asian Development
Bank (ADB) on Friday said
India's economic growth rate
will slip to 4 per cent in this
fiscal on account of the global
health emergency created by
the Covid-19 pandemic. At
the same time, the multilat-
eral lending agency in its
flagship publication Asian
Development Outlook (ADO)
2020 said that India will stage
a strong recovery in the next
financial year on the back of
its sound macroeconomic
fundamentals. PTl

IndusInd’s rating on review for downgrade

Moody’s has put private sector
lender IndusIind Bank’s
domestic and foreign currency
issuer ratings at “Baa3/P-3”,
under review for downgrade. It
also placed the bank’s baseline
credit assessment (BCA) at
“bal” and adjusted BCA under
review for downgrade.

These rating actions come
in the backdrop of downgrad-
ing the outlook on the Indian
banking system from “stable”
to “negative”, following which
bank shares tanked. This
change in outlook is because
of the adverse fallout of the

coronavirus outbreak and rise
in defaults, which add to the
risks of banking entities.

At the same time, the out-
look for ICICI and Axis have
been revised to negative from
stable, and for IDBI to stable
from positive, Moody’s said. It
has affirmed the deposit rat-

ings of ICICI Bank and Axis
Bank at ‘Baa3’, and of IDBI
Bank at ‘Ba2. Moody’s
affirmed the BCA and adjusted
BCA of ICICI and Axis at bal.
The BCA and adjusted BCA of
IDBI has also been affirmed at
b2. On Thursday, Moody’s had
said that disruptions to eco-
nomic activity from the pan-
demic will exacerbate a slow-
down in India’s economic
growth. Banks’ asset quality
will deteriorate across the cor-
porate, SME and retail seg-
ments, leading to pressure on
profitability. ABHUIT LELE

SUBHAYAN CHAKRABORTY & NEHA ALAWADHI
New Delhi, 3 April

Indian expatriatesinthe USand
other countries, who have lost their
jobs or have a work permit that has
expired, may not be able to return
before the currentbanon
international flightsislifted, in
view of the virus outbreak.

Senior government officials have
confirmed that no evacuation flights
tothe US are ontheradar, given the
surge in cases to above 245,000
(asof Friday), in the country.

“For alljurisdictions, our first
priority is students, tourists, and
those on short-term visas. However,
India’s six diplomatic missions
acrossthe US areintouch with
affected citizens and preparinga
tentative list of possible evacuees
onceandifevacuationsdostart,”
said asenior official in the
Ministry of External Affairs.

The ministry’s stance is based
onthe argument that “Indians
currently abroad on employment
visas like H-1Bworkin
multinational firms, draw
significant wages, and in many cases
have retrenchment benefits”. People
inthe know said no meetings were
scheduled with the US State
Department regarding the matter.

Ontheother hand, those stuckin
the US also face no official legal
guidance asthe US Citizenship and
Immigration Services (USCIS) has
temporarily suspended routine in-

personservices since March 18.
The USCIS plans tore-open
officeson April 7.

TheIT sector, abig beneficiary of
H-1Bvisas, hasbeen trying to sort out
theissue with US authorities for
some time now.

“Inthe US, we have requested the
Departments of Homeland Service,
Laborand U.S. Citizenship &
Immigration Services fora90-day
grace period for professionals to
depart the US following expiry of
their H-1B/ L-1visas. Additionally, we
have sought ease of Labor Condition
Application (LCA) norms to allow for
‘work from home’,” said Shivendra
Singh, vice-president and head

IN LIMBO

m Total H-1B visas issued by the US

67.
(65 (69
(59.5)
08,81 19,9
99,705 :
80,630
Y12 FY13 FYls  FY15

Source: US Department of State

(global trade development) of
Nasscom. The UK has announced
visa extensions until May 31 for all
foreign nationals, while France has
also extended visas for three months.
“Many IT professionals in the US
are attheriskof beinglaid off
because their employers have lost
end-client contracts. Such
individuals can remain in the US for
upto 60 days, during which they can
look for anew job with an employer
who can file anew H-1B petition for
them. Ifthereisnojobinsight, the
worker should leave to avoid running
the risk of accruing unlawful
presence,” said Poorvi Chothani,
managing partner of LawQuest.

Issued to Indian nationals
Figures in brackets % share of visas issued to Indian nationals
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Nasscom’s Singh said people
leading the MEA’s Covid-19 efforts
have confirmed they have advised
Indian Ambassadors to take thisup
with foreign governments.

There have been reports of
thousands of Indians under similar
visaregimesbeing stuckin Japan,
Australia, New Zealand, the UK,
South Africa, and the UAE,
amongother areas.

Atpresent, thereis nostandard
operating procedure in place for
airlifting stranded citizens from
corona-hit nations, with the
External Affairs ministry identifying
particularly hitareassuch as
Iran, China, and South Korea.
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Covid-19: Ending
the tyranny
of scale?

hereas China’s
other exports had
kept the global

economy running for two
decades, the virus it export-
ed last December has
stopped it dead in its tracks.
Such a “sudden stop” has
never happened before on
such a scale, if ever.

Usually, it is either agg-
regate demand or aggregate
supply that fall off the cliff.
This time, thanks to China,
both have.

Of the many views that have emerged about the post-
China-virus global economy, two deserve attention. This is
because they have a special bearing on the way economic
theory has evolved over the last 200 years.

One view says this is the end of globalisation. The other
says it is not. There is a lot of evidence to suggest that the
former group could well be right because of the supply
chains argument. But there is an equally compelling case
to suggest the opposite also.

I suspect, though, that technology will play a huge role
in determining the final outcome. What could happen is
the death of scale. Let me explain.

The technology-driven industrial revolution started in
the mid-18th century. After that, scale became pretty much
both the necessary and the sufficient condition for economic
success. The yardstick has been steady annual increases in
industrial output and employment.

Scale became critical because of steadily increasing cap-
ital intensity that the new technologies engendered.
Technology led to scale, which led to search for bigger mar-
kets, which eventually led to globalisation as we know it.

So economic theories of the last 200 years — classical,
neo-classical and Marxist — have analysed economic
outcomes by simply assuming scale. No one has ever
questioned it, and with good reason: So far, it has always
delivered economic success by lowering the unit cost
of production.

Indeed, Karl Marx wrote his three volumes of Das Kapital
based on this. Joseph Schumpeter wrote one equally influ-
ential book arguing the opposite.

Marx said constant technological progress would even-
tually leave everyone worse off. Schumpeter said everyone
would be better off. Both turned out to be somewhat right.

But in the case of economic theories, unlike in the case
of the physical sciences, much depends on the length
of time a theory approximates reality. This, in turn,
depends on whether new technologies make the current
reality obsolete.

r.

MARGINAL UTILITY

TCA SRINIVASA-RAGHAVAN

Is scale invertible?

Hence my question: Does there, or could there, exist a
new technology that makes scale obsolete? Or, can increas-
ing returns to scale be reversed so that we get increasing
returns to de-scaling?

Increasing returns to scale means that if all inputs are
increased in the same proportion, output increases by more
than that proportion. Put simply, if all factors of production
are doubled, output will more than double.

The key lies in what happens to the marginal cost of pro-
duction, which declines if you have increasing returns to
scale. This means that every additional unit of output costs
less to produce than the previous one. But can new tech-
nology change this 250-year old paradigm?

Or, if you like, think of inverses in mathematics. Very
crudely stated, an inverse reverses something that’s already
there, like X and -X.

However, not everything can be inversed. But things that
can be, are called invertible. The issue is: Is scale invertible?

Let me ask this differently. Can local, national or small
regional markets — think South Asia, Europe, the Americas,
Australasia — have increasing returns without global scale?

I know it sounds very counter-intuitive but if it can be
made to happen, it will yield huge positive externalities.
One of the main beneficiaries will be the environment, not
to mention teaching China a lesson.

Not quite old wine

Itis tempting to think of this as the old small-is-beautiful,
appropriate-technologies argument and, in some ways, it is
indeed that. But one reason why that argument didn’t cap-
ture the imagination was that it regarded modern technol-
ogy as inherently undesirable and even attributed an implic-
it, ethical dimension to it and scale.

Leaving ethics aside, we still need to know if scale is
intrinsic to declining marginal cost. Perhaps it is not,
because if you look around, most of the new businesses in
the services industry tend to be scale-neutral which, I should
add straightaway, is not the same as the concept of “constant
returns to scale”.

Can such scale neutrality happen in manufacturing also?
If so, what would make it happen?

To find out, read my next column in this space.
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Why KCR has started sounding desperate

All states face the problem of reordering their finances. But Telangana more than
others because it has committed itselfto a path from which it cannot swerve

PLAIN POLITICS

ADITI PHADNIS

elfare initiatives by the K Cha-
ndrasekhar Rao (KCR)-led Te-
langana Rashtra Samiti (TRS)
ensured his government’s re-
turn to power in 2018. It was a bumper har-
vest. The party got almost 47 per cent of the
vote, an increase of a whopping 12.6 per cent
in vote share over its performance in 2014.
The number of its seats went up by 25. Opp-
onents, especially the Congress, gnashed their
teeth and tore out their hair, but to no avail
— the Congress’s vote share went up but the

number of seats, the party won fell (21 to 19).
The BJP could win only one seat — even the
state president lost the election. In Hy-
derabad’s old city, considered the bastion of
the Majlis-e-Ittehadul Muslimeen (MIM), the
party suffered a shock: the MIM managed to
retain its seven seats but its vote share went
down relative to 2014.

The short point here is that welfarism won
the day for KCR. But now, as the bills start
coming in and the revenues start falling,
alarm bells have begun to ring.

All the chief ministers flagged the issue of
more funds when they held an extensive
videoconferencing with the Prime Minister
on April 2. But KCR’s tone sounded shrill and
desperate. He argued that not only should the
Centre pay what Telangana was owed, but
more, as the state had lost a lot after the
Finance Commission cut the share of states
in the divisible pool of central taxes from 42
to 41 per cent. Moreover, as Telangana was
managing its finances prudently, the centre
should also pay what it owed in central taxes,
State Disaster Relief Fund, local body fund
grants and others... and Goods and Services
Tax (GST) compensation.

Otherwise, KCR warned, the state

would be staring at a shortfall to fund its wel-
fare policies.

The fact is that between 2010 and 2015,
the total releases to Telangana from the Ce-
ntre amounted to 346,740 crore. During the
next five years (2015-20), which includes the
rest of this fiscal, this will be %1.06 trillion.
This represents an increase of 128 per cent.

What about the GST compensation? The
GST compensation was supposed to be re-
leased to states every two months from the
GST cess. Since there was a shortfall in GST
cess, the compensation was released only till
October. Finance Minister Nirmala Sitha-
raman explained this (not just in English in
the Lok Sabha but also in Telugu at a press
conference in Hyderabad after the Union
Budget) adding that the centre was not dis-
criminating against Telangana — other states
had the same complaint.

On March 8, Telangana Finance Minister
Harish Rao presented the state Budget for
2020-21. Capital expenditure in 2020-21 was
344,245 crore, a 41.2 per cent increase over
the Revised Estimates of 2019-20. Capital out-
lay for 2020-21 was 322,061 crore, 67.6 per cent
higher than the Revised Estimate of 2019-20.
And why? Because of an increase of 310,161

crore (2,067 per cent) in the outlay towards
water supply, sanitation, housing, and urban
development: in other words, more welfare
measures that would have to be paid for.

Possibly no state in India has the welfare
obligations of the Telangana government. Du-
ring the Covid-19 crisis, for instance, not only
were Below Poverty Line (BPL) families given
12 kg rice and 1,500 cash relief, but migrant
labours too were provided 12 kg of rice and
%500 cash. This was in addition to the support
to farmers with small holdings (10,000 per
acre per year) and many other promises made
to people during the election campaign.

Because of Covid-19, the registration of sale
of land is down to zero. Cinema halls are
closed so there is no revenue from entertain-
ment tax. Ditto for excise from liquor sales.
The Budget says in 2020-21 the state will gen-
erate 16,000 crore from state excise duty (an
increase of 27 per cent from the Revised Es-
timates of 2019-20), and ¥10,000 crore from
stamp duty and registration fees (an increase
of 55 per cent from the Revised Estimate of
2019-20). Post Covid-19, no one knows when...
or even if.

All states have this problem of having to re-
order their finances. But Telangana more than
others because it has committed itself to a path
from which it cannot swerve — for doing so
would cost it, politically. KCR and team will
need financial magic to get out of this jam.

COFFEE WITH BS » STEPHEN A SCHWARZMAN | CHAIRMAN, CO-FOUNDER AND CEO, BLACKSTONE GROUP

Feet on the ground

Schwarzman talks to Pavan Lall about lessons from India, how he catches up on lost
sleep and his formula to stay ahead of competition

arely seven minutes have passed
B before Stephen Schwarzman, chair-

man and chief executive officer of the
world’s largest private equity company, the
Blackstone Group, arrives for our scheduled
meeting at his office in Mumbai. We proceed
towards the boardroom on the fifth floor of
the iconic Express Towers which, inciden-
tally, Blackstone bought out for ¥900 crore
in 2014. At 73, Schwarzman, dressed in a blue
suit, white shirt and sporting a silk tie, is
bright-eyed and energetic.

Istep forward expecting a handshake, but
am surprised by the perfectly executed
namaste, which reminds me that we are in
the midst of a pandemic. I reciprocate and
we get seated. Schwarzman’s two American
associates sit at the far end of the table, at a
safe distance.

The in-house waiter arrives, and I order a
cappuccino while Schwarzman sticks to the
bottle of Evian (mineral water) that has
already been placed next to him.

My first and obvious question is how long
he thinks it would take to create a vaccine
for Covid-19. “Based on what we hear from
various sources, we think it would take about
ayear,” he says, with an air of certainty that
comes from the experience of running a life
sciences business with a team of 15 doctors
whose very job is to fund clinical trials for
vital drugs.

Amongst other things, Schwarzman is in
town to promote his biography titled What
It takes: Lessons in The Pursuit Of Excellence
and has a flurry of speaking engagements at
colleges, editor lunches and even a fireside
chat at the home of India’s richest man,
Mukesh Ambani. Is this the billionaire’s lat-
est pursuit — authorship — and will there
be a sequel?

“No, it’s the first and the last,” is the
prompt rejoinder. What next? A prelude to
life at the White House? “I'm not running for
anything. I have turned down government
appointments, but I like being someone who
can help the country, which is easy in the
United States of America, but impossible in
many other countries.”

What’s unusual are his frequent jaunts to
India. Blackstone manages over $600 billion
in assets so its investment in India is rela-
tively small compared to, say, what it might
be investing just in the state of Texas. In part,
that is because he seems to identify with
India’s democratic streak, the widespread
usage of English and its geographic diversity.
“I like India because it is highly unusual.
Topographically, you go from deserts to the

mountains of the Himalayas, then south
where it is almost like a jungle,” he explains.
“I bring my wife with me on my trips some-
times and she enjoys coming to India,” he
adds. His family includes two children from
his first marriage and a stepson from the
present one.

While he tends to play down the tough
choices he made to get to where he is, he
admits that on many occasions he would be
sitting on a beach towel and conducting busi-
ness via phone while his kids played sports
at school. “I was there. They could see me
and I could see them,” he explains and
admits when pushed that success and sacri-
fice go hand in hand.

The India experience for Blackstone
began in 2006 and Schwarzman has, to date,
invested around $15 billion in the country.
And that’s now worth a lot more, he says with
visible joy. When it started out, Blackstone
didn’t make minority investments “but
invested alongside people called promoters
which in the West is a negative word because
a promoter is trying to take your money and
put it in his pocket”, Schwarzman says,
adding that he was told that was not how
India worked. But soon he found that his
original instinct was correct and then on
Blackstone decided to do control deals and
buy assets.

My coffee arrives. Schwarzman hasn’t
touched his water. I ask, “You seem to have
an uncanny ability to make your invest-
ments at the right time and before anyone
else is able to... How...” Schwarzman com-
pletes my question: “..does that work?” I
nod, and the silver-haired investor explains:
“First, make all knowledge available to many
people at the firm. When all of them know a
lot, it’s better than one person trying to fig-
ure it out,” he explains. Schwarzman also
understands what a network of networks is.
From being an alumnus of Yale University
and Harvard University to donating funds
to Oxford University and MIT and more,
there aren’t many key decision-makers that
he doesn’t know. “I have a varied group of
inputs from people who are heads of uni-
versities, senior people with government
insights worldwide and the remarkable net-
work we have created at Blackstone”

He says an investor will hear about excep-
tions that don’t happen every day. “When
there are meetings every week with business
units and you just listen to what’s going on,
you can start to see exactly when things
change. Once changes occur, the way the
world works is that it is going to evolve and
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will impact an industry or geography,” he
says. Simplistic, as that may sound,
Schwarzman says how a real estate boom in
India around a decade or so ago seemed to
have led the trend worldwide. As one of the
largest corporate landlords in the world, real
estate is intrinsic to Schwarzman’s strategy.
After achieving what most investors would
do anything for, Schwarzman has also been
getting more involved in academic philan-
thropy sharply focused on artificial intelli-

gence while ever aware that his time is lim-
ited and precious.

A believer in fitness and a one-time
sprinter, Schwarzman still works out every-
day but lets out that he’s skipped that in
India. He also eats very little and seldom con-
sumes meat. At a later date, I watch him
address a closed-door meeting and stick to
tandoori roti and paneer masala, but take
just one bite during a 90-minute meeting.
He enjoys non-work reading a lot, prefers
warm weather and over the years has started
to notice that he sleeps less than before. “So,
you cheat and make up for it during the
weekends,” he smiles. Schwarzman also col-
lects art like many blue-blooded architects
of American capitalism.

Is the PE world going through a paradigm
shift? Schwarzman nods. “In the 1980’s, one
just had to buy something, lever it and the
multiples were sufficient. And we loved that
we could make acceptable returns. But by
the late 1990s we had to bring in real value
by way of operating improvements. The
entire industry has moved because of higher
and higher creation prices and the necessity
of delivering more and more operating
returns and growth.”

The man, who bought ailing hotel chain
Hilton in 2007 and made $14 billion in profit
after 11 years, explains that “today when you
buy something, you have to have a total plan
of what you will do. It’s not an adventure,
and you have to work with managements
and see where you can accelerate growth. So
the best way is to take assets and not only
improve growth, but also the rate of profit
because people pay you a higher multiple
for each additional dollar of profit.”

Schwarzman writes in his book that he

still feels he is in his 30s and while that’s
reassuring for his investors, I ask him how
he has changed over the years. “If you carry
an iPhone you’re plugged in all the time
and you are like an emergency doctor on
call because we are so large that we have
something big going on somewhere at any
given time.” But of course, Schwarzman del-
egates efficiently and has no shortage of
smart accomplices to fill in the blanks.

I'm done with my coffee and realise it’s
time to call it a wrap.

Schwarzman leans back in his chair and
for the first time I spot his watch. For some-
one worth billions he isn’t sporting a gold
Rolex or a Patek Phillipe or even an Apple
iWatch. On his wrist is a battery-operated,
plastic 30-dollar, 2004-model Swatch called
the Cite Corsaire with the image of a Church
in St Tropez on the dial. He doesn’t say it in
his book but perhaps that is the sort of
grounded, value-driven focus that you need
to drive the best returns.

Chronicles from thelockdown

What will happen to Laddu Mahto?

PEOPLE LIKE THEM

GEETANJALI KRISHNA

been forced to become aware of the

plight of thousands of migrant, dai-
ly-wage labourers during the lockdown
in the country’s metros. Howevet, as a
lifelong supporter of India’s craft sector,
I have been equally concerned about the
plight of craftspeople across the country
during this time. For craft is largely a
rural livelihood; craftspeople have lim-
ited direct access to market and most of
them live off only what they can make
and sell. Small, mostly self-employed
and dependent on seasonal exhibitions
in cities or larger companies for orders,
craftspeople have received a huge blow
during this ongoing lockdown. Yet, in
spite of being a sector that supports so

I n the last 10 days, the country has

many sustainable rural livelihoods, the
government has made few provisions for
craftspeople to help them tide over the
Covid-19 pandemic. I had the opportu-
nity to speak to 28-year-old Laddu Ma-
hto of Bihar’s Darbhanga district, who
weaves hand-knotted carpets in a village
at Mirzapur in Uttar Pradesh.

“I'have been weaving carpets here for
the last five years and earn on a piece-
rate basis,” he told me. “All the money I
earn is sent back to support my family
back home.” Before the lockdown, he’d
notch up about 6,000 per month, some-
times more, depending on how produc-
tive he was. Mahto is the only wage earn-
er in his family comprising his wife and
four school-going children. “So far, my
wife is somehow making ends meet from
the money I'd last been able to send her
a month ago,” he said. How long did he
estimate he could manage like this, I
asked. “I guess I'll survive for a month,
but worry about what will happen if the
lockdown isn’t eased after that,” Mahto
said. The day we spoke, the company he
weaves carpets for, sent him a food pack-
et that he reckons would sustain him for
a month. But Mahto was worried about
what would happen if the lockdown is
extended and he’s unable to earn any
money. “What will happen to my family
back home?” he said. “As I don’t have

any savings and neither do I have any
land to sell... I don’t think they will sur-
vive for long if I don’t earn.”

Mahto was one of the few migrant
weavers who decided to stay in Mirzapur
when the lockdown was declared. Many
others have returned to their villages and
the fear in the carpet industry is that
they might not return once things nor-
malise. In fact, craft sector activists fear
that across India, craftspeople are going
to be forced into other occupations to
tide over the huge financial crisis created
by the lockdown. Demonetisation, Goo-
ds and Services Tax (GST) and now this
pandemic have demonstrated the lack
of economic security provided by the
government to this sector. For years, the
crafts lobby has been advocating that the
government help vulnerable craftspeo-
ple by enabling them to practise their
craft under its employment guarantee
schemes and also enable them to gain
direct access to the urban markets. Since
the implementation of the new GST re-
gime, they have further argued for the
urgent need for the craft sector to be
made tax-free. Perhaps this is the last wi-
ndow of opportunity for the government
to take measures to aid this beleaguered
sector. Else much of India’s rich and di-
verse craft tradition could join the Covid-
19 pandemic’s growing list of casualties.

PEOPLE LIKE US

KISHORE SINGH

he family that occupies the house
T next door has all four members

currently in residence, but none
of its staff. It has caused our cook no little
mirth that sahib, who heads a factory
with several hundred, or thousand,
workers, can be spotted doing jharoo-
pocha from her kitchen window. Her bel-
ly rolls as she tells me this. Never have I
been more grateful for our resident staff,
even though they are away from their
families during this emotionally-drain-
ing crisis.

Our children don’t know how to cook
(unless you count dissolving packets of
Maggi in hot water), I'm not great at run-
ning the washing machine, I can’t see
my daughter-in-law doing the bartans,

and as for sweeping and swabbing, the
less said the better. Having help has left
us free to work from home and offered
the freedom to catch up with long-pend-
ing tasks, even though we talk more
about the things we ought to be doing
than doing them. I'm supposed to
organise the library, but suffer from
book-dust allergy (at least that’s what
I've told the family); my son is supposed
to inventory our collection of antiques
and art, but hasn’t got around to it
because he’s used to a phalanx of assis-
tants. At office, he grumbles, he would
not have to do such menial tasks as
entering data. That’s one chore that
won’t get started, leave alone finished.

Our friends, on the other hand, are
showing remarkable zeal. Some are
organising food kitchens for the poor;
others for strays and other animals.
They’re setting up collecting points for
medicines and clothes; organising deliv-
eries or cooked food for elderly neigh-
bours; and generally being sanctimo-
nious to a fault. Some have managed to
catch up with filing photographs chrono-
logically. Others are shooting videos on
how to do yoga, stay fit, stitch, knit or
cook, sharing them liberally over social
platforms. It’s enough to make you sick
and unlike them.

My wife has decided to devote her

waking hours to growing houseplants.
She pots, prunes, repots, trims, binds;
roots are cleaned, leaves washed, seeds
planted, soil fertilised; there’s a constant
transferring from small pot to medium
pot to large pot; alongside the compost
are bottles full of enzyme that we’re in
fear of mistaking for a soft drink and
draining at our peril. It wouldn’t matter
if she confined her activity to the part of
the house where you're supposed to keep
plants, but there are allegedly edible
stems and leaves occupying pots and
pans in the kitchen, flowers in various
stages of decay in the living room, micro-
greens in the dining room, and oxygen-
producing plants in the bedrooms. You
can’t walk around without tripping over
gardening paraphernalia on the floor. It’s
spring, so everything is in leaf and
flower, making it impossible to impose
alockdown and throw it all away.

When this is past, everyone says, we
must remember the cleaner air, the bluer
sky, the birdsong, the empty roads on
which we take the dog for walks without
fear of being run over. Yet, when the cook
summoned me to the kitchen to point
to the sahib next door scrubbing floors,
Itook vicarious pleasure in creating my
own memories. The surreptitiously shot
video will go a long way in easing the
inevitable, eventual strain of traffic jams.
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cash-dispensing machines.

cushion no longer exists.

financial sector.

TN NINAN

Covid’s progress & aftermath

here are three phases on a standard growth curve, like one that plots

the progress of Covid-19. The first is when the number of new cases

increases every day at a steady or accelerating rate. The second is

when the rate of growth declines; the total number of cases continues
to increase, but the curve flattens. The third phase is when the tally of new cases
daily stops increasing altogether and begins to decline. Seven of the top 10 coun-
tries that account for 80 per cent of the million cases so far are into the second or
the third phase. The exceptions are the US, Britain, and Turkey. The world as a
whole seems to be at the fag end of the first phase of the curve.

India is at the same spot, or would have been without the contribution of the
Tablighi Jamaat. If we follow the norm, which is to track proliferation from the day
the country notched up 100 cases (March 14), it took nine days to quintuple to 500.
In the first 10 days of the subsequent lockdown, the number has quintupled again
to over 2,500. If we quintuple again in the 11 remaining days of the lockdown, the
total would get to about 12,000 by mid-April. If we have not moved decisively into
the second phase by then, despite the lockdown, it would be really bad news. No
wonder the prime minister has suggested only a phased ending of the lockdown.

Fortunately, we may never reach the cases-to-population ratio seen in
Western Europe. Cases numbering 100,000 for populations of 50-60 million in
Europe would translate pro rata in India into a peak of well over 2 million —
whereas the world as a whole hasjust reached a million cases. Still, the limitations
of India’s medicare infrastructure could soon be in evidence.

The government’s response has been a combination of maximalism (for you
and me) and minimalism for itself (the rate of testing and size of relief package).
Instead, a maximal lockdown (closure of factories, loss of incomes, crisis for
migrants, etc) should have been accompanied by more generous, universal pay-
outs, starting immediately and not a week later. The lack of forethought is becom-
ing a habit: Demonetisation in 2016 saw a shortage of new currency notes, made
worse because they were issued in a different size that necessitated re-calibrating

What is the impact on the economy? The early numbers show severe effects
during the last month, and reflect also the earlier slowdown: 50 per cent fall in
automobile sales, 20 per cent shortfall in revenue from goods and services tax,
20 per cent drop in petrol/diesel consumption, a reported 30 per cent drop in
power consumption, and so on. Direct tax revenue for the full year is where it
was two years earlier, when the economy was 15 per cent smaller in nominal
terms. Some of the numbers would be worse than in the 2008 financial crisis.

The fiscal stress will increase as revenue shrinks and crisis-driven expendi-
ture goes up. We may therefore have moved back three decades on the fiscal sit-
uation. The finance minister had a cushion then: He could squeeze capital expen-
diture in the Budget. Since that is now a much smaller fraction of GDP, the

One should expect a quarter or two when the economy shrinks, and after
that a slow recovery. Slow, because of the time needed by closed firms to start up
again, tight fiscal constraints, an unfriendly trade environment, lower consump-
tion as household budgets reflect lay-offs and pay cuts, and therefore an invest-
ment famine. There will also be renewed life for the twin-deficit problem: Amid
falling demand that has already provoked a commodity price crash averaging
25-30 per cent, heavy corporate debt could morph into stressed assets for the

The first decade of the new century ended in crisis. The second has done
the same in an environment of sharply slowing growth. The first half of the third
decade, if not all of it, is likely to fare much worse than the last two decades. Do
please light your lamps as the lights go out.

Modi and his politics
of messaging

Modi knows who he needs to speak to, who he should toss,
and who he can address in kind. So, poke fun at taali, thaali,
diyaand mombatti. He couldn't care less

everything else in the news environment and
it is not about to go away any time soon.

But you know what, I am done with it. At least
for this week. Give me my old-fashioned politics
any time. But then, much of politics, barring the
odd barb traded here and there is also under sus-
pended animation.

Therefore, we seek refuge in politics with a touch
of coronavirus. On how Narendra Modi has handled
the messaging on the biggest challenge of his public
life. Let us begin with the messenger in him.

He has a gift none of his eight predecessors, from
Manmohan Singh to Rajiv Gandhi, had: Being able
to speak directly and convincingly to a large enough
section of Indians who will take his word for gospel
and his order like a papal bull.

He is more than a worthy rival
to Indira on his ability to read the
popular mind, especially that of his }
voters. No surprise that he has cho-
sen to do all the messaging of his
government by himself. He makes
abunch of statements, some plati-
tudes, some shrewd nudges, and
the rest then dutifully take over.

Within the hour of his finishing
aspeech, or even a half-speech like

T he wretched coronavirus story overshadows
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addresses to the nation, and then Mann Ki Baat and
Friday morning’s short “Diya Jalao” message.
Instead of telling people what he will do for them,
he tells them what he wants them to do for them-
selves, and him.

From Swachh Bharat to withdrawal of LPG sub-
sidy to the better-off, to demonetisation and now
Covid-19, through all the other initiatives he has
unveiled, he has invariably asked people to do some-
thing. Immediately, it makes them feel wanted, and
responsible. Who doesn’t enjoy being taken seriously,
and that too by such a powerful leader? He’s got the
gift of seeking a sacrifice from people and pleasing
them instead of dispensing favours.

In these coronavirus speeches, he has done exactly
this. In the first one, he said that he was going to ask

them for a few weeks of their lives,
\ but left it there. It was like a little
inoculation to sensitise public opin-

J ion for what was coming.
He asked for a day’s Janata
Curfew, which some of us had not-
ed immediately was like a dry-run
for a longer lockdown. He also
asked for clapping and cheering for
doctors, medical personnel, police
and others providing essential serv-
ices. He spiced it up with the idea
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this Friday morning for the Sunday,
“9 minutes at 9 pm” event, his
entire cabinet, top party func-
tionaries, social media warriors, RSS and BJP-linked
intellectuals all start tweeting passages from it.

In fact, after each of his four speeches to us in the
coronavirus season, you could collate almost the
entire text by just adding up the tweets of these key
handles. When he speaks, they echo him, and noth-
ing else. It ensures the “purity” of the message.
Everybody speaks in his voice.

That sorted, we come to the message itself, and
how it has kept its central thread but changed in
nuance. Helped along, of course, by his belief that
no matter what he says or does, a critical mass of his
people, and his core voters — which is a lot of voters
— will believe him anyway. And even if he messes
up, as with demonetisation, they will forgive him.
Imagine what effect would it have when he went on
air with his Mann Ki Baat last Sunday and apologised
to the country’s poor for “inconveniencing them”.
Millions of hearts would have melted immediately.

SHEKHAR GUPTA

ext, he will almost never say what he is going

of ringing of bells and clanging of
thalis. You can laugh at this as
much as you wish.

Can you, at the same time, discount that tens of
millions across the country did exactly that and end-
ed up grateful for it. If at all, too many of them overdid
it, for loudness as well as time, scaring poor birds and
animals. The virus, in any case, isn’t even a fully live
being so can’t be bothered with noise. Mr Modi had
neither promised, nor delivered anything. The peo-
ple, if anything, had over-delivered on his call.

There is a pattern to Mr Modi’s “apologies” too.
There was one in a speech in Goa when demonetisa-
tion had thrown the country into chaos, in suitably
choked voice, that said, give me 50 days. Just 50 days.
If any fault is found in my intentions or my actions, I
am willing to suffer any punishment given by the
country. Of course, who would punish a leader for
such “humility”.

Demonetisation was a blunder comparable with
Mao’s assault on China’s sparrows. But here was
such a powerful prime minister taking such a big
risk — obviously with good intentions — and asking
you to endure a little bit of suffering for his and the

OPINION 7

STAY INFORMED THROUGH THE DAY @ WWW.BUSINESS-STANDARD.COM

more nuanced. He wasn’t saying sorry for a mess he
might have created, but for the inconvenience
unleashed by such a bold step, “to save India from
annihilation by corona”. Please note that there wasn’t
amention of the migrant labourers’ exodus and crisis.

So, three lessons: First, Mr Modi promises you
nothing in his messaging. Second, he always asks
you to do something for him and thereby the nation.
And third, that he never regrets anything he has
done. Never. Never a word like, I know we could have
done this better.

he fourth lesson is the most important denomi-

nator of his style. That he knows who he needs
to speak to, who he should toss, and who he can’t
ignore but can address in kind.

Translated, this means his critics, the commen-
tariat, the so-called liberal upper crust and elites will
ridicule him for the juvenility of his ideas. There will
be hundreds of memes and funny social media men-
tions about “taali and thaali”, “diya and mombatti”,
and so on. He couldn’t care less. That is not the audi-
ence he is addressing.

The other audience he isn’t addressing but can’t
ignore is the poor. He gets his majorities because they
vote for him. But they do not control the discourse.
Plus, the poor are smatrt, politically irreverential and
more questioning. Why risk it with them? The mid-
dle-class voter isn’t any of this and she sets the agen-
da. If she was more questioning, why would she be
out on her “balcony” with a thaali or a candle?

For the poor, Mr Modi’s outreach is through direct
and efficient delivery: Cash, LPG, toilets, housing and
there must be more to come. The message is not
needed when money can work. His direct delivery of
benefits to the poor has been phenomenally better
and less leaky than anything in the past.

A criticism we hear, and in fact express often, is
that Mr Modi is infantilising India’s people. How else
do you describe this taali, thaali, diya, mombatti, go-
corona-go and other stuff we feel embarrassed about?
But you know what, Mr Modi knows who we are. Or,
why would we rush out on the streets with thaali-
chimtas and bands celebrating the humiliating retreat
of corona? We even circulated WhatsApp links believ-
ing that this mass clanging would kill the virus. On
Friday, an eminent doctor, a former head of the
Indian Medical Association no less, spoke some
mumbo jumbo about how the diya-mombattis would
empower our ACE2 receptors to crush coronavirus
into chutney.

This obviously went too far for him too. In his
next speech, therefore, he made a strong pitch
against superstition. In Friday morning’s he brought
in caution on people herding together on balconies
and streets, reminding them of the need of social
distancing.

Anyone who says he can read Mr Modi’s mind is
either a liar (most likely) or avatar of Einstein. See
this from where Mr Modi sits. If I were to see this,
here is what I'd say: Oops! These people are infants.
But obedient infants. Every now and then they might
gotoo far in their zeal to obey, but I can caution them.

Mr Modi is winning. Why should he be complain-
ing? Or bothering with usual suspects accusing him
of infantilising his voters when they are happy being
just that: Obedient infants.

to do for you. Run your mind over his most sig-
nificant speeches, and definitely the last four: Two

Halted lives, postponed futures

)_ﬁ
AL FRESCO

SUNIL SETHI

of daunting reports, images, medical
hair-splitting, spiralling statistics and
opinion — whether well- or ill-informed —
the only certainty about the spread of Covid-
19 is the uncertainties that surround it.
Months after its emergence no one can
conclusively say whether it is transmitted
through air or by contact with humans or
surfaces. Why do the virus and death toll
spike sharply in some places and less so in
others? Could it have to do with equatorial
distance, heat, or humidity? In Nigeria, for
example, where the incidence of infection
and fatalities is low, many in cities are wan-
dering without masks, convinced that hot
damp weather will save them. “It is cold

F or all the continuous bombardment

Why willit still be “Tokyo 2020’ in 2021?

A
YES, BUT...

SANDEEP GOYAL
I thas finally been announced. The Tokyo

Olympics stand rescheduled to July 23,

2021, and will run till August 8.
Interestingly, however, the event will retain
the Tokyo 2020 name. Wonder why?

Well, the International Olympic
Committee (IOC) and The Tokyo
Organising Committee of the Olympic and
Paralympic Games (TOCOG) have unani-
mously agreed to retain the “Tokyo 2020”
brand name for the Summer Olympics
despite the deferment of the event by a full
year. The arguments in favour of retaining
the branding are many.

For starters, the Games have been
referred to as Tokyo 2020 for nearly five
years now, since 2015. Hence the moniker

comfort,” reports a correspondent, “that
this time around wealthy [Nigerians] can-
not flee to London and Delhi for medical
treatment, as they did during the 2014
Ebola outbreak.”

Specialists in communicable diseases
such as Dr N Devadasan have argued,
backed by comparative country-wise data,
that one reason India has not seen a dra-
matic surge in cases is because Indians
“have an innate immunity to the virus,
thanks to unhygienic conditions”. Another
is that India has a relatively young popu-
lation as compared to, say, Italy, where
most of the deaths have occurred in the
70-plus age group.

Even so, the good doctor is cautious to
add that his simulations are speculative.
The situation is liable to sudden change as
in the unforeseen explosion of cases in the
Tablighi Jamaat cluster. And we have scant
idea of what is happening in remote towns
and villages of the hinterland.

A striking example of unpredictability
is the shifting use of terminology in official
reporting on Covid-19. Till a couple of weeks
ago, Union health ministry spokesperson
Lav Agarwal was saying that the infection
was “local” (therefore containable) rather
than community-based. But what is Delhi’s
Nizamuddin or Mumbai’s Dharavi except
densely packed communities? So the word
“community” has been dropped. We are
now told the problem is “national”.

has kind of become synonymous with the
event. A more persuasive argument also is
that the Tokyo 2020 branding has already
been emblazoned on merchandise every-
where, and official stores have been retailing
the stuffsince 2018, including a $15,000 gold
bar. A changeover would be costly, and
would really serve no purpose. Unofficial
estimates put the value of IOC/TOCOG mer-
chandise at $200 million, which would have
to be junked in case the branding became
Tokyo 2021. And this does not include goods
specially branded by Olympic sponsors
already in stores, or waiting to be shipped
from warehouses, the value of which could
be at least 10 times more.

The Tokyo 2020 name has also been
carved onto the Olympic relay torch, and
the logo shouts at you from all over Japan,
from its billboards and transport system
to commercials and digital clocks around
the nation. The winner medals have been
cast and readied... it is best therefore to
look at the postponement as just a time
leap, nothing more.

Most importantly, Prof Yuji Kawakami,
economics professor at Tokyo’s Teikyo
University has pointed out the “Tokyo 2021”
branding has already been copyrighted by
amajor art event slated to be held next year.
If the IOC were to switch to Tokyo 2021
branding, it would most likely result in a
copyright clash, which may not have any
quick or easy resolution.

Both hotspots are textbook examples of
abject failure in disaster management. The
six-storeyed Tablighi building stands
cheek-by-jowl with Nizamuddin police sta-
tion so its 2,500 occupants since early
March should have been evacuated long
ago — by diktat, if not by persuasion. The
horrible postscript (with communal over-
tones) to this horrible story is an ugly con-
frontation between Delhi police and gov-
ernment, and Tablighi leaders.

Similarly, Dharavi, with its 1 million
population (70 per cent of whom use com-
munity toilets), may be parodied as a
tourist attraction as the largest slum in
Asia, but like thousands of its lesser coun-
terparts in the country, it is a potentially
volcanic super-spreader.

Many heads of government are prone
to bouts of myopia and grave miscalcula-
tion at moments of national crisis. Beating
Donald Trump, Boris Johnson and Imran
Khan in the race, a cringeworthy standout
example is Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro. He ini-
tially described coronavirus as just “a little
flu”. After repeated tests, he refuses to make
the results public, claiming they are a state
secret. His country is home to 13.5 million
urban settlers living in favelas, the equiva-
lent of our slums. Despite being politically
isolated, he is hanging on. “God is
Brazilian,” he says. “The cure is right there.”

Prime Minister Narendra Modi is not
quite so far gone. Thali-banging and diya-

Tokyo Governor Yuriko Koike also has
an interesting perspective to share. She
has mentioned in media interviews that
the Olympics have always been held in
years with even numbers. “An odd num-
ber is out of the question,” she empha-
sised. Hmmm! Interesting.

Not everyone though agrees with this as-
is-where-is approach. Marketing gurus feel
that leaving the logo as-is could feel like a
“shrug”; as if worldwide consumers are sup-
posed to just kind of accept the brand as a
global misprint, due to circumstances the
world is still grappling with. They would
prefer a “refresh” even if it means some cos-
metic additions or changes are made to
Tokyo 2020 just to signal that the scourge of
the pandemic is long past and the Games
represent a new today, and a newer tomor-
row. That of course, given that the Covid-19
is still raging unabated in most world geog-
raphies, is wishful thinking at least for now.

Design experts too are of the view that
an unchanged logo would seem to convey a
status quo which is actually not the case
with the Olympics. The world in 2021 would
hopefully be a better place, rid of disease
and rid of fear, that has defined 2020. So,
symbolically a rebranding would, and
should, convey new hopes and new happi-
ness. The most obvious suggestion is to add
an element to Tokyo 2020 even if the overall
branding remains untouched. Suggestions
have come forth on adding a “plus” sign

nation’s sake.

lighting on Sunday evenings may be his
idea of rallying the nation but it is likely to
be construed by some as a spiritual numen
for deliverance. (And perhaps as a boredom-
alleviating exercise for kiddies.) In his TV
addresses and radio chats, Mr Modi doesn’t
miss a beat at projecting himself as an amal-
gam of Supreme Leader and saviour.

But when posterity records Mr Modi’s
biggest failures, the most glaring lack of
preparedness after demonetisation, would
be to discount the tragedy of the country’s
millions of informal workers, left homeless
and hungry after the kneejerk lockdown
on March 24. According to the govern-
ment’s own figures, some 600,000 lives
(and livelihoods) were abruptly halted as
those with neither security of income nor
tenure fled the cities. Their futures now
stand indefinitely postponed. How far gov-
ernment bailouts will save them will
depend how intense or long-drawn out the
health emergency is.

The bleak choice the poor face at a time
of life-threatening illness is whether they
will perish from disease or hunger. In a New
York Times dispatch from the Afghanistan-
Iran border this week is a poignant quote
from a 19-year-old Afghan woman health
worker, Roya Mohammadi, helping to
screen thousands of Afghan migrant labour
fleeing coronavirus-convulsed Iran. Some
already had Covid-19 but she needed the
income to support her family in Herat. “I'm
afraid of getting sick, of course,” Ms
Mohammadi is reported as saying. “But I
prefer to die with a full stomach rather than
die of hunger.”

after 2020 to symbolise a step forward.
Others have suggested a change of the
colour of the logo for differentiation from
the past. Someone has come up with a 2020
rendition with sun rays shining through the
zeros, symbolising both the land of the rising
sun, and a happier Olympics for both ath-
letes and the spectators. Each of these is a
valid suggestion.

There is yet also the contra school of
thought that believes that in design terms
sticking to the Tokyo 2020 branding shows
steadfastness, grit and resolve in the face of
adversity, disease and death. It kind of reit-
erates acommitment to history, and under-
lines that the spirit of the Olympics can over-
come just about anything in terms of
challenges and headwinds. So, sticking to
Tokyo 2020 is a tribute to the thousands that
have perished in the current pandemic. The
Olympics nevertheless continue to stand
proud; stand true to their motto... Citius,
Altius, Fortius... faster, higher, stronger.
Especially stronger.

The branding or rebranding of the
Summer Olympics is an interesting case
study for marketing folks. It has almost no
precedents. In fact, the retention of the
Tokyo 2020 branding as-is will in itself
become a guiding example for future brand
thinkers. For Japan though, just the holding
of the Olympics is more important than any
branding debate, and Tokyo 2020 will
remain “United by Emotion”, the theme of
the games.

Thewriter is an advertising and media veteran

The Mann Ki Baat apology on coronavirus was
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Covid-19: Testing
more patients

EYE CULTURE

ATANU BISWAS

e have a simple message to
all countries — test, test,
test,” this is what World

Health Organization Director General
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus told the
world. Certainly, this is a must in the
fight against the Covid-19 pandemic.
“All countries should be able to test all
suspected cases, they cannot fight this
pandemic blindfolded,” he added. One
of the major factors behind South
Korea’s success in fighting Covid-19 is
the high rate of testing — South Korea
has already tested 440,000 individuals
at a rate of 8,572 individuals per mil-
lion. However, there is huge scarcity of
test kits almost everywhere in the
world, forcing fewer tests.

The Covid-19 testing statistics show
avarying proportion of “positive” cas-
es in different countries. Quite natu-
rally, this proportion would increase
if the pandemic becomes severe, and
decrease if the concerned country con-
ducts tests aggressively. For example,
this percentage is quite low (0.8 per
cent) in Hong Kong due to a large
number of tests (90,000 tests as of
March 30), but Italy has a large per-
centage of “positive” test reports (19.8
per cent) despite more than 580,000
tests as of April 2.

Amid the shortage of test kits for
Covid-19, I was thinking whether some
simple statistical technique can be use-
ful. Can we test more individuals with
fewer kits? I find that the Covid-19 RT-
PCR test is a real-time reverse transcrip-
tion polymerase chain reaction (rRT-
PCR) test for the qualitative detection
of nucleic acid from SARS-CoV-2 in
upper and lower respiratory specimens
(such as nasopharyngeal or oropharyn-
geal swabs, sputum, bronchoalveolar
lavage, and nasopharyngeal wash/aspi-
rate or nasal aspirate) collected from
individuals suspected of Covid-19 by
their health care provider (https:/ww-
w.fda.gov/media/136151/download). 1
was wondering whether the tests can
be conducted for a group of individuals
together or not. The procedure could
be as follows.

Suppose 100 individuals are to be
tested. Let’s first arrange them in 20
groups of five each. Now, instead of
testing swab of one suspect with a kit,
swabs of all five individuals in a group
are mixed, and then the mixed swab is
tested. Such a test is applicable only if
the test is such that all the five individ-
uals can be declared “negative” if the
outcome of testing the mixed swab is
“negative”. On the other hand, if the
test outcome is “positive”, at least one
of the five individuals is Covid-19 “pos-
itive”. In that case, all five individuals

are tested separately.

The percentage of “positive” in
India out of the tested cases was 3.4 per
cent as of April 1. There were 1,637
Covid-19 “positive” cases out of 47,951
tests. Thus, if we carry out the testing
in groups of size five each, we may
need one test or 1+5=6 tests for any
group, depending on whether the com-
bined test is “negative” or “positive”.
Given that a person has a 34 per cent
chance of being diagnosed “positive”
(which means that the probability of
“negative” diagnosis for an individual
is 0.966), the probability that the addi-
tional five tests are needed for a par-
ticular group is the probability that at
least one of them is “positive”, which
is 1-0.966° = 15.9 per cent. Following
this procedure, on an average, less than
36 tests will be needed to screen 100
individuals in 20 groups of five each.

Using simple calculation, I find that
the optimal group size is six (i.e., swabs
of six suspects can be mixed and tested
together to minimise the number of
tests). And, by this approach, about 354
test kits are needed to test 1,000 indi-
viduals!

The procedure will, however, be less
effective if the probability of a “positive”
diagnosis is higher. If about 10 per cent
cases are “positive”, an optimal strategy
of testing a group of four individuals
together would enable testing 100 indi-
viduals by about 60 kits. And, if we are
able to test more individuals, the
chance of a “positive” diagnosis would
decrease in any case, making the
“group test procedure” more effective.

This approach can be extended a bit
more — maybe up to the second stage.
A relatively larger group of individuals
(15 or so) can be tested first. If the test
result is “positive”, the samples can be
divided into smaller groups, say of five
each. And then a smaller “positive”
group may be tested for each individual
separately. The concerned physicians
can construct the groups judiciously to
make this procedure more effective.

Statistically, it’s alright. But, let me
put a caveat: I maybe missing some-
thing from the medical perspective.
This procedure is not applicable if the
swab of some Covid-19 “negative” indi-
viduals mixed with a Covid-19 “posi-
tive” one results in a “negative” testing
result — a possibility which I cannot
comment on as a statistician.

Certainly, a race to develop anti-
body tests using a few drops of blood
is going on in labs around the world,
and are expected to be available soon.
Such serological tests will provide
quicker results and might become
instrumental in the fight against the
Covid-19 pandemic.

The writer is a professor of statistics at
Indian Statistical Institute, Kolkata
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HUL pips HDFC Bank to 3rd spot in m-cap

FM(CG major down 4.2%
since Feb 20, against
HDFCBank's33% decline

KRISHNA KANT
Mumbai, 3 April

industan Unilever (HUL), the country’s
H most valuable consumer goods maker,
has overtaken HDFC Bank to become
India’s third-most valuable firm in terms of
market capitalisation. At Friday’s closing price,
HUL's market capitalisation was ¥4.66 trillion,
as against HDFC Bank’s ¥4.46 trillion.
Reliance Industries and Tata Consultancy
Services remained at the top with market capita-
lisation of¥6.83 trillion and 6.21 trillion, respec-
tively. The Indian subsidiary of UK’s Unilever
has been one the top performing stocks during
the sell-off triggered by the global spread of the
coronavirus disease (Covid-19). The firm’s mar-
ket capitalisation had declined just 4.2 per cent
since February 20, when the broader markets
began to fall over fears of economic disruption.
In comparison, HDFC Bank was down 33.1
per cent during the period, while the combined
market capitalisation of Nifty50 stocks was
down 31.2 per cent. The combined market cap-
italisation of Nifty50 stocks was ¥62.44 trillion

RIL, TCS MAINTAIN LEAD AT THE TOP
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on Friday, down from ¥90.77 trillion at the end
of trading on February 20.

Economic turmoil arising from Covid-19’s
spread has upset the market capitalisation
league on Dalal Street. Lenders yielded space
to consumer and pharmaceutical stocks on
the indices. As of Friday, there were two con-
sumer companies, HUL and ITC, in the top-
10 companies in terms of market capitalisa-

tion, as against one on February 20. Retail
lender Bajaj Finance has dropped off the list
and its market capitalisation was lower than
Nestlé and Asian Paints.

Analysts say this is because Covid-19’s
impact was more on banks, compared with a
mild impact on debt-free and staple goods
manufacturers like HUL. “HUL has a business
that offers steady growth and few downsides,

SBI MF EDGES PAST
HDFC MF TO TOP SPOT

SBI Mutual Fund (MF) has emerged as
the largest fund house in the country
with average assets of ¥3.74 trillion in
the March quarter, rising 6 per cent
from the previous quarter

The SBI MF has dislodged HDFC MF from the top spot. HDFC MF
has seen its asset base shrink from ¥3.83 trillion in the previous
quarterto¥3.7trillion in the March quarter. "Process-driven
fund management, flows from the Employee Provident Fund
Organisation, and wide distribution network has helped the

SUNDAR SETHURAMAN
Mumbai, 3 April
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The Indian markets declined more than
2 per cent on Friday as investors contin-
ued to fret over the corporate and eco-
nomic impact of the Covid-19 pandemic,
which has now infected more than a mil-
lion people globally. Investors were left
disappointed after Prime Minister
Narendra Modi in his video message
refrained from offering any measure to
help repair the economy.

The Sensex closed at 27,591, down 674
points, or 2.4 per cent. The Nifty fell 170
points, or 2.06 per cent, to end at 8,084.
The Nifty index fell 6.7 per cent during
the week, while the Sensex fell 7.5 per cent.
Both indices have declined in three of the
last four weeks. Market experts said inve-
stors were hoping that the PM would ann-
ounce concrete steps to contain the
spread of Covid-19 or any update on
whether the 21-day lockdown would be
extended. While the government and the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI) have provided
relief packages, experts say more needs
to be done as the shock because of the

but it now seems there will be a lot of
restrictions even after the lockdown is lift-
ed and this is adding to the panic,” said G
Chokkalingam, founder, Equinomics.

Oil prices fluctuated after soaring 22
per cent on Thursday. Analysts said
investors were sceptical of the Saudi
Arabia-Russia deal to cut oil production.
Also, fresh restrictions announced in
Singapore weighed on sentiment.

“Lack of clarity regarding talks
between Russia and Saudi Arabia affected
sentiment. The news that there will be

thanks to its debt-free and cash-rich balance
sheet. In contrast, lenders including HDFC
Bank, face the risk of a spike in bad loans as
the lockdown dries up cash flows of individuals
and businesses across sectors,” says Dhananjay
Sinha, head research & equity strategist at
Systematix Group.

Sinha expects the trend to continue in the
near- to mid-term. “The market expects a fiscal
stimulus or big ramp-up in public spending,
which will boost consumer spending at the low-
er end, benefitting companies such as HUL,” he
added. Lenders, including private sector banks,
have been the worst performers since a nation-
wide lockdown was announced, followed by
metal and mining companies and automakers.

In contrast, pharmaceutical firms such as
Cipla, Dr Reddy’s Labs, and Sun
Pharmaceuticals, and food and personal care
products makers such as HUL, Nestlé, ITC and
Britannia have outperformed the broader mar-
kets by a wide margin. Cipla — the market
leader in medicines for respiratory diseases —
has been the top performer and its market cap-
italisation has risen 3.1 per cent since February
20. This is because Covid-19 largely affects the
lungs and respiratory tract, and investors
expect asurge in demand for Cipla’s medicines
and inhalers. It was followed by Dr Reddy’s,
which was down 34 per cent, and HUL, which
made up the top three performers.

FPl investment limits
rise in several stocks

The investmentlegroom for foreign
portfolio investors (FPIs) has risen in

| several companies. Thisis afterthe
government's decision to treat sectoral
limits as the FPl investment limit came
into effect from April 1. On Friday,
depository firms NSDLand CDSL
released a list of firms in which
additional shares are available for FPIs.
Market players said the higher limits
have a potential to attract billionsin
overseas flows, butthe same may not
play outimmediately. "While the
raising of FPI limits for stocks to their
respective sectoral caps is a welcome
move, the current FPI sentiment is not
conducive enough to attract flows, just
on the basis of this relaxation," said
Deepak Jasani, head (retail research),
HDFCSecurities. Markets players said
the sudden spike in shares of Kotak
Mahindra Bank and Larsen & Toubro
was on accountofthe listissued by
NSDL and CDSL. “Few heavyweights like
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Malaysia plant boosts
Biocon's prospects

Firm seen benefitingfrom operating
leverage, biologicsales by FY22

UJJVAL JAUHARI

Even as the benchmark
indices declined 6.4 per
cent over two sessions, the
Biocon stock jumped 8 per
cent during this period.
The gains came after the
company received a go-
ahead (EIR) from the US
drug regulator, following
an inspection of its insulin
manufacturing facility in
Malaysia.

EIR refers to establish-
ment inspection report,
granted by the US FDA
upon closure of its inspec-
tion. This paves the way for
approval (to launch) and
commercialisation of
insulin (Glargine) in the US.
The company, along with
its partner, had already
won a patent ligation for
insulin Glargine in the US
and had, thereafter, filed
for the launch of the drug.

However, analysts had
remained watchful on
developments pertaining
to the Malaysia plant. The
clearance will boost its
growth prospects in the US
and other key markets.

Regulatory challenges
have eased with the com-
pany receiving an EIR for
its small molecules facility
in Bengaluru, recently. This
means growth momentum
in the small molecules
business, too, will sustain.

Meanwhile, Mylan and
Biocon have also filed for
the biosimilar of another
oncology drug AVASTIN
(Bevacizumab), with the
US FDA. The application
review is scheduled to be
completed by the end of
2020. Analysts feel this
could be the third oncolo-
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gy biosimilar of Biocon in
the US. Given the global
market size of the drug at
$7 billion, this is a huge
opportunity for Biocon.

Biocon had already
commercialised Ogivri —
a biosimilar for oncology
drug Trastuzumab — in
the US some time back.
This is in addition to the
launch of oncology biosim-
ilar (Pegfilgrastim).

Additional approval
granted to the company’s
new manufacturing facility
in Bengaluru for the man-
ufacture of Pegfilgrastim
will help Biocon address
the growing market oppor-
tunities in the US and other
global markets.

Hence, analysts remain
positive on its prospects
and anticipate strong earn-
ings growth. Analysts at
PhillipCapital India expect
32 per cent annual growth
in earnings during
FY19-22, as they expect
Biocon to benefit from sig-
nificant operating leverage
and improved biologic
sales by FY22, with the
visible cumulative benefit
of expanded Pegfilgrastim,
Trastuzumab and
Glargine sales.

%3.51trillion in March quarter, slipping from second to third
spot. Both HDFC MF and ICICI MF, saw dips of over 3 per centin
their respective asset base. Aditya Birla Sun Life MF maintained
its fourth spot, with average assets declining marginally from
%2.5trillion to%2.48 trillion in March quarter. Nippon India MF
also saw marginal growth, while keeping its fifth spot. The

sudden stoppage of economic activities
is huge. The United Nations Department
of Economic and Social Affairs this week
said global economic growth could shrink
to1per cent, reversing its earlier forecast
of 2.5 per cent growth. The agency said
growth could contract further if restric-
tions on economic activities are extended

tighter measures imposed in Singapore
for amonth added to the nervousness, as
alot of foreign investors are based there,”
said Siddhartha Khemka, head of retail
research, Motilal Oswal Financial
Services. Barring six, all the sectoral
indices of the BSE ended the sessions with
losses. Banking and finance stocks fell the

Kotak Bank and L&T recouped some
losses on account of the expected MSCI
changes," said SRanganathan, head
(research), LKP Securities. He said the
index providerwould now be able to
increase the weight of domestic stocks.
"MSCl will wait for practical
implementation of these changes and

Rana Kapoor's bail plea rejected

A Mumbai court on Friday rejected the Interim bail plea of
YES Bank founder Rana Kapoor, who is currently under judi-
cial custody on money-laundering charges registered by the
Enforcement Directorate. Kapoor, 62, had sought bail claiming
that his prevailing medical condition puts him at the risk of
contracting coronavirus infection in jail. He said he was suf-
fering from chronic immune deficiency syndrome, which

overall growth for industry assets couldn't be ascertained, with
data of several other fund houses yet to be included in the data
set published by the Association of Mutual Funds in India, at the
JASH KRIPLANI

without further stimulus.

“The bigger concern is the economic
fallout of the Covid-19 pandemic. We were
under the impression that things will be
back to normal once the lockdown is over,

Crude oiljumps
26%on MCX as

tensions ease
HOW THEY FARED

most, with their gauges falling 5.4 per cent
and 4.4 per cent, respectively. On the oth-
er hand, shares of pharmaceutical com-
panies surged, with the BSE Healthcare
index, gaining nearly 4 per cent.

systematic publication of the new
sectoral limits, applicable to Indian
securities, before making any changes
tothe MSCl Indexes," ithad saidina
release.

BS REPORTER

causes recurrent lung, sinus and skin infections. He claimed
to be suffering form "severe hypertension, anxiety and depres-
sion", and this, combined with his history of bronchial asthma,
which requires inhalers puts him at a high risk of severe lung
infection which can lead to death, the bail plea said. PTI

) FROM PAGE 1

India Inc wants more
to fight Covid impact

Harsh Goenka, chairman of RPG Enterprises,
expresses a similar view: “The government has
to pump in money to revive demand. But indus-
try is looking for relief in the payment of taxes,
statutory dues like PF and ESIC (three months’
payment to be deferred without interest and

Particulars Current price 1-day penalty), as well as employment relief (like
change (%) reimbursement of minimum wages to compa-
Crude ol (Apr futures, ¥/barrel) 2,063 26.0 I nies which have paid contract workers) and
increase in working capital limits from 10 per

Gold (Jun futures, ¥10g) 43,72 11l cent to 25 per cent.”
Spot gold (F110g) 43,760 1.0l Clearly, industry is pushing for a much bigger
. package than what is being considered by many
Silver (May futures, ¥/kg) w2 34 in the government. The managing director of a
Spotsilver (¥/kg) 40310 2.0 leading diversified conglomerate says: “The total
package should be US $100 billion, first for the
C.opper (/-.\prfutu res, ¥/kg) 380 0.9l poor, then the self-employed, micro, small and
Zincmini (Aprfutures, 3/kg) wr 0.8l medium sector, in that order.” A CEO of a leading

Source: MCX, IBJA

DILIP KUMAR JHA
Mumbai, 3 April

Crude oil prices jumped 26 per
centin late afternoon trade on
the Multi Commodity
Exchange (MCX), on Friday.
This followed the move in
global markets on hopes of an
end to the price war between
Russia and Saudi Arabia with
their agreement on an output
cut. The countries are sched-
uled to meet next week.

The benchmark crude oil
futures for delivery in April hit
several upper circuits, to trade
with an overall gain of 26.03
per cent at 32,043 a barrel on
Friday. With almost similar
gains, Brent crude surged to
trade at $30 a barrel in the
international markets, on an
improvement in overall senti-
ment after US President
Donald Trump tweeted on

lion and base metals alsorose, :
albeit marginally. Gold for
delivery in June jumped 1.11 :
percenttotradeatI43,722 per
10g, while silver futures for
May delivery surged 3.4 per
cent to 341,227 a kg. Copper,
zinc and other base metals
futures for near-month deliv-
ery rose by almost 1 per cent, :
amid global demand woes.

MCX iComdex composite
jumped 39 per cent to :
8,549.27 points in late after-
noon trade on Friday.

“Crude oil prices led the
jump in bullion and base met-
als on Friday, amid hope for
an agreement between Saudi
Arabiaand Russia. Gold isget-
ting some investor interest, as |
global central banks continue
to add gold to their existing
holding as a hedge against
economic uncertainty. Silver
and base metals have risen on

ports company suggests that 10 per cent to 15
per cent of the GDP should be given as relief “to
all those contributing to the GDP.”

The CEOs are divided on whether the country
will go into a recession, though all agree that
there will be a slowdown. While 40 per cent of
the respondents say that recession is
inescapable, the rest are more positive and
believe that there will be some growth, ranging
from 1 per cent to 3 per cent.

And though about 60 per cent of the respon-
dents said that they would not cut pay or sack
their employees, about 12 per cent said they have
no option but to do so. The rest said that they
did not know yet what they would do, and that
decisions would be taken only in the future.

There is, however, a consensus amongst
more than half (52 per cent) of the respondents
that the lockdown should be partially lifted after
14 April. The discussions between Prime
Minister Narendra Modi and some chief minis-
ters on Thursday suggest that this might happen
in a staggered manner. But others say that life
is more important than business — 28 per cent
of the CEOs feel that the lockdown should con-
tinue for another 15 days.

“I am surprised that in many of the CEO
forums on video, corporates are keen to start

Thursday that he had spoken  short covering,” said business rather than concentrate on the risks to
to authorities in both Saudi Gnanasekar  Thiagarajan, | health,” saysthe CEO of aleading internet com-
Arabia and Russia about an  director of Commtrendz. i pany. Those favouring a partial lifting of the ban
output cut. “Crude oil demand has i havesuggested different models for a staggered

The fight between thetwo  declined by nearly a third in | reopening. Says the CEO of a financial services

crude oil-rich nations has
resulted in a two-third decline
in prices over the last three
months, to hit the lowest level
since 2016.

Along with crude oil, bul-

the last one month. Global :
markets are flushed with sup-
ply of around 30 million bar-
rels,” said Kishore Narne, asso-
ciate director, at Motilal Oswal :
Financial Services. ;

company: “There should be transport across city
lines and state lines so that migrants can go
home. Secondly, large industrial outfits should
be opened, and also infra projects which gener-
ate employment to wage earners and small
shops — but not malls.”

Others have suggested opening up in clus-
ters in cities. “The government should identify
red hotspots and seal them, identify orange
hotspots and open them partially and identify
green spots and open them liberally,” says a
Mumbeai based CEO.

(With inputs from T E Narasimhan, Shine Jacob,
Shreya Jai, Avisek Rakshit, Samie Modak, Rajesh
Bhayani, Aditi Divekar, and Namrata Acharya)

Covid pandemic,
Fll sell-off hit...

“It has been a tough couple of weeks because
we’ve had to convince investors not to withdraw
or constantly raise money to meet the pressure,”
said an industry CEO.

While the mutual fund industry through its
industry body, the Association of Mutual Funds
in India, approached the RBI, seeking a special
window, as it was done in 2009 and 2013, the
central bank did not do so. Instead, it
announced the long-term repo operations, or
LTRO, of 1 trillion on March 27. With the RBI
lending at 4.4 per cent, and existing commercial
paper and certificate of deposits going at 6 per
cent, banks will be encouraged to invest in
them. This will ease pressure on mutual funds
that need money to redeem.

Things were quite bad before the rate cut
was announced. Banks were lending to the RBI
at 5.14 per cent (reverse repo), but unwilling
to invest in certificate of deposits or commer-
cial papers of well-known banks at even
9-10 per cent.

“After the RBI policy announcement, nega-
tive returns in fixed income instruments are not
a concern, especially in liquid and short-dura-
tion schemes. Short-term rates will remain low
now, given high liquidity and also deposit rate
cuts by banks,” said A Balasubramanian, CEO,
Birla Sun Life Mutual Fund.

Agreed K Harihar, treasurer at FirstRand
Bank: “Inflation seems to have peaked and there
is around 4 trillion liquidity overhang in the
system. This should keep rates under control
unless the government overshoots the borrow-
ing programme significantly.”

Though equity inflows were positive during
the month, the bloodbath in the markets hit the
overall AUM by almost 25 per cent. Industry
players say the AUM of equities stood at around
X8 trillion, down from 1145 trillion.

But one category -- arbitrage funds -- took a
serious knock. The panic was caused in the third
week of the month when arbitrage funds saw
heavy redemptions due to the absence of any
opportunity in the market. Nilesh Shah, man-
aging director, Kotak Mutual Fund, said: “There
was an unusual spike in arbitrage fund redemp-
tions as some fund managers gave a call looking
at negative spread in the third week of March.”
Consequently, there was panic-selling among
investors to the tune of over 330,000 crore,
reducing the AUM by almost 50 per cent.
“Fortunately in the fourth week, spreads turned
positive, allowing us to deploy our funds at good
spreads. Arbitrage funds provide an attractive
opportunity to invest, as daily volatility in many
stocks is more than what an arbitrageur will pay
in carry cost over a year,” he added.

Lights off for 9 min at
9 pm on Sunday: PM

The lockdown is till April 14. Anticipating drastic
fall in demand and generation capacity shut,
power sector stakeholders have been on contin-
gency mode for the past fortnight. This includes
power generators (gencos), suppliers and grid
operators. However, for the lights-off event on
Sunday, POSOCO will manage the stability of
the power grid.

Senior executives said POSOCO had
informed its regional and state load dispatch
centres to be ready for any drastic fall in the elec-
tricity load and sudden spurt in a matter of min-
utes on Sunday.

The load dispatch centres, across five loca-
tions, monitor, schedule and forecast supply of
power in their respective regions. Officials said
out of the current peak demand of around 120-
125 GW, household lighting load was close to 12-
15 GW. Any fluctuation would be in the same
range (12-15GW), which is 10 per cent of the cur-
rent peak load.

Some states have also started preparing for
the Sunday lights-off event. Uttar Pradesh has
asked all generating stations to be ready to gen-
erate powet. It has also asked all the hydro units
to reduce their generation based on require-

ment. Instruction has also gone out that load
shedding (power cut) should be strictly done
between 8 and 9 pm on Sunday to prevent failure
of power supply system in the state.

Though there was panic in social media with
some anticipating grid disturbance due to this
mass switch-off event, senior executives at
POSOCO and Power Grid Corporation, which is
the national power transmission company, said
the event would have no bearing on the grid.

“The grid is built to handle disruptions on a
daily basis. The good thing is power demand is
low these days, so it’s easier to manage.
However, we are on alert at all our sites,” said a
senior executive.

POSOCO has a contingency plan in place in
the wake of Corona pandemic and demand fall.
It listed out a 15-point agenda for “ensuring pow-
er supply and grid security in the wake of
COVID-19 pandemic outbreak”. This included
having reserve manpower in case of any emer-
gency and setting up temporary control rooms
in the regional centres.

To ensure steady availability of power, hydro
and gas run power stations have been asked to
be readily available. Unlike coal, solar and wind
stations, hydro and gas can be switched off and
on instantly.

All transmission line licences including
Power Grid and private players such as Sterlite
Grid, Adani Transmission etc have been advised
to avoid planned shutdown and execute any
instruction from the POSOCO promptly.

Power Grid, which owns 95 per cent of the
country’s transmission network, has shifted
to remote monitoring after the nationwide
lockdown.

Centre tells states
what's grocery, eases...

Addressing the issue of trucks full of essential
goods being stuck on highways because of
administrative issues, the Centre has clarified
that “inter-state and intra-state movement of all
trucks and other goods/carrier vehicles with one
driver and one additional person is allowed as
long as the driver is carrying a valid driver’s
licence”. Also, if the truck/vehicle is travelling
empty, invoice and way-bill etc must be carried
by the drivers for delivery or pick up of goods.
Movement of driver and another person from
the same place should also be facilitated by local
authorities, the letter has said.

The list of exempted items include food,
groceries, fruit, vegetable, dairy, milk prod-
ucts, meat, fish, seeds, fertiliser, pesticides,
agriculture produce, drugs, pharmaceuticals
and medical devices.
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A worker sanitizes the hands of police personnel in Amritsar

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
New Delhi, 3 April

he number of Covid-
19 cases climbed to
2,547 in the country
on Friday while the
death toll rose to 62, registering
a jump of 478 cases, according
to Union health ministry data.

The number of active cases
stands at 2,322, while 162
people were either cured or
discharged and one had
migrated, the ministry stated.

In an updated data at 6
pm, six fresh deaths were
reported. Four were from
Telengana and one each from
Gujarat and Punjab.

Maharashtra has reported
the most number of deaths (16),
followed by Gujarat (8),
Telangana (7), Madhya Pradesh
(6), Punjab (5), Delhi (4),
Karnataka (3), West Bengal (3),
Jammu & Kashmir (2), Uttar
Pradesh (2), and Kerala (2).
Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh,
Bihar and Himachal Pradesh
have reported a death each.

The Indian Council of
Medical Research (ICMR) said
a total of 69,245 samples have
been tested as on April 3
(9 pm) and 2,653 individuals
have confirmed positive
among suspected cases and
contacts of known positive
cases in India.

According to the health
ministry data, the 2,547 figure
includes 55 foreign nationals.

Generally there is a lag
between the ministry data and
the figures reported by differ-
ent states due to some proce-
dural delays in assigning indi-
vidual figures to states.

According to the health
ministry, the highest number
of confirmed cases of the coro-
navirus infection was reported
from Maharashtra at 335 fol-
lowed by Tamil Nadu with 309
infections and Kerela with 286
cases. The number of cases in
Delhi has gone up to 219, in
Uttar Pradesh to 172, in
Rajasthan to 167, in Telengana
158 and Andhra Pradesh to 132.

Oppn says time for ‘symbolism’ over
PM talks lockdown with athletes

ARCHIS MOHAN
New Delhi, 3 April

Opposition parties on Friday hit out at
Prime Minister Narendra Modi
“indulging in symbolism” when the need
of the hour was to announce relief meas-
ures for the people. The nation has been
suffering the economic fallout of the 21-
day lockdown to contain the spread of

coronavirus (Covid-19).

On Friday morning, the Prime
Minister urged the people to switch off
their lights and hold candles, lamps and
mobile flashlights at 9 pm on Sunday
(April 5) for nine minutes in a nationwide
show of solidarity to fight the darkness

from the coronavirus.

Opposition leaders said it was
curious to see the PM resorting to sym-
bolism when other heads of govern-
ments are routinely sharing key details
on the efforts to contain spread of the
virus and economic measures to provide

relief to the people.

Addressed to the PM, senior Congress
leader P Chidambaram tweeted, “We will
listen to you and light diyas on April 5. But,
inreturn, please listen to us and to the wise
counsel of epidemiologists and econ-
omists. What we expected from you today
was financial action plan II, a generous
livelihood support package for the poor,
including for those categories of the poor

VIRUS
TRACKER

m The Indian Council of

Medical Research said a
total of 69,245 samples

have been tested ason

April3(9 pm)

m182labsin country for
Covid-19 diagnosis, out
ofwhich130 are govt
labs: ICMR official

m Home Ministry asks states
to take strict action against
people allegedly abusing
health workers

mTablighiJamaat members
quarantined ata hospital
allegedly misbehave with
nurses, provoking the Uttar
Pradesh government's
decision to invoke the
stringent National Security
Actagainstthem

m Seven police personnel
whowere part of teamto
evacuate Nizamuddin
Markazsenton leave

= More than 31,000 doctors,
includingretired
governmentand Armed
Forces Medical Services,
and private physicians
have volunteered to help
the governmentfight
againstthe pandemic

m Delhi govt has launched
WhatsApp helpline -
8800007722 for people to
enquire about Covid-19,
food shelters

m Blacklisting proceedings
have started against

PHOTO: PTI

INDIA
Active cases

2,322

Recovered Deaths

162 62

WORLD
Total cases

1,066,706
Deaths

56,767

360 foreigners who
participated in Tablighi
Jamaatactivitiesin

India and leftthe country
before borders were
sealed, said the

Union Home Ministry

u Global exams like TOEFL
and GRE can now be
taken athome exceptin
mainland Chinaand Iran

m Asmany as 647 positive
cases found in14 states in
the last two days are linked
totheTablighi Jamaat
congregation, the Union
health ministry said

m 11 CISF personnel tested
positive in Navi Mumbai

for

who were totally ignored by finance min-
ister Nirmala Sitharaman” in the financial

Prime Minister Narendra Modi on Friday turned to India's sporting heroes for support
inthe battle to contain the Covid-19 pandemicand more than 40 accomplished
champions such as Virat Kohliand PV Sindhu responded by vowing to raise
awareness and spirits amid a national lockdown. The athletes, along with sports
minister Kiren Rijiju, participated in nearly an hour-long video call which started at
TMam. From Sachin Tendulkar stressing on the need to keep the vigil even after the
lockdown ends on April 14, to sprinter Hima Das expressing sadness at the recent
attacks on frontline warriors such as health care workers and police officers, to others
sharing their experience of being in a lockdown, the sportspersons had lots to offer
duringtheinteraction. Allthese athletes have been generous donors to the funds
being raised to fight the crisis. The Prime Minister, on his part, sought theirsupport to
raise awareness about the need for social distancing and personal hygiene ata time
when the total number of Covid-19 positive cases in India has crossed 2,000. PTl
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umps to 2,547 with 478 new cases

States scramble to create hospital infra

SOHINI DAS, VINAY UMARJI & GIREESH BABU
Mumbai/Ahmedabad/Chennai, 3 April

Given that the government infrastruc-
ture is inadequate to treat the influx of
coronavirus patients from growing hot-
spots, state governments are scrambling
to create the space for it by “taking
over” private hospitals. In the past one
week, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh,
Chhattisgarh, and Andhra Pradesh have
issued orders to take over private hos-
pitals in some districts.

Hospitals that are built in public-
private partnership mode in key cities,
such as the Indraprastha Apollo in
Delhi, have been told to be ready to be
converted into a Covid-19 facility. This
could not be independently verified
from Apollo.

In Mumbeai, the 500-bed Seven Hills
Hospital in Andheri has been converted
into a dedicated coronavirus treatment
set-up. Reliance Industries is managing
100 beds in this hospital. “We are help-
ing the government to set up the infras-
tructure for 100 beds in this hospital
and also provide manpower,” said a
group spokesperson. Reliance
Industries has earmarked its smaller
facility on an old Pune-Mumbai high-
way for a dedicated Covid-19 facility.

The crisis is deeper in districts where
hotspots are likely to emerge once
migrants returning home start showing
symptoms. It is estimated that three of
every 10 migrants who are going back
to villages may be carrying the virus.

Maharashtra has more than 400 cas-
es. As the city’s largest slum reports
patients (including a death), the local
administration is on an overdrive to
contain community spread in this place
of around 800,000 people.

Apart from three government hos-
pitals in Mumbali, the Seven Hills and
Covid wards in some private hospitals,
Maharashtra is roping in district hospi-
tals now. “The plan is to have over 2,000

Opec+ pushes for
global coalition
to stem oil rout

The Opec+ oil cartel is pressing to
form an unprecedented global
coalition to cut production and stem
the historicroutin oil prices.

Oil surged on the prospect thatan
idea first touted by US President
Donald Trump on Thursday looked to
be gaining some traction. Russia's
oil industry is ready to cut, according
to people familiar with the situation,
and a meeting of OPEC+ members
has been hastily scheduled for
Monday. As the pandemic knocks
outas much as a third of global
demand the oil-price slump
threatens the budgets and political
stability of oil-dependent nations,
the existence of the USshale
industry and millions of jobsin a
sector already in turmoil.There are
still obstacles to a deal. There's no
indication whether Trump will bow
to Saudi and Russian demands
thatthe US and other countries

join the cuts. BLOOMBERG
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With many states facing
the prospect of running
out of hospital beds if
Covid-19 cases spike,
they have started
taking over a section

of private hospitals

dedicated beds in 30-odd government
hospitals of Thane, Vashi, Kalyan-
Dombivali, etc. We are working to create
the necessary infrastructure in these
hospitals,” said a senior state govern-
ment official.

While no private hospitals have been
“taken over” by the Gujarat govern-
ment, around 131 of them have been
asked to remain on standby. “When
needed, we can either fully or partially
take over these hospitals. For now, the
government hospitals have enough iso-
lation beds even as more are being read-
ied in cities like Ahmedabad,
Vadodara, Surat, and Rajkot,”
said a health department official.

There are roughly 4,600 iso-
lation beds available at public

is building the capacity for an
additional 2,700. In addition,
1,000 isolation beds across the
131 private hospitals have been identi-
fied forimmediate future requirement.
Similarly, while public hospitals cur-
rently have 1,100 ventilators, an
additional 1,700 ventilators across these
private hospitals have been identified.
“If required, more private hospitals can
be roped in which can take the total iso-

hospitals while the government CORONAVIRUS

PANDEMIC
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739,024 Number

of hospital bedsin
publicfacilities
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defence hospitals
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railway hospitals

2 MN: Estimated
number of private
hospital beds in India

lation beds capacity to over 10,000,” the
official further stated.

Karnataka, too, is working on a
master plan where each district will
have a dedicated Covid-19 hospital in
the state and the patients of those hos-
pitals will be shifted to other hospitals
nearby so that chances of infection are
minimised, said a top Karnataka Health
and Family Welfare official. “Depending
on the patient load we will keep increas-
ing the number of hospitals. These will
be in the public sector as well as the pri-
vate sector,” he added.

The Raja Rajeshwari
Hospital in Bengaluru has
already been identified to be
converted into a dedicated
Covid-19 facility. Apart from
this, 26 private hospitals in the
Bengaluru urban district area,
including Aster CMI, Apollo
Hospital, Columbia Asia and
Fortis Hospital, have isolation centres
for Covid-19 patients in Karnataka.

West Bengal, too, plans to have one
nodal hospital per district to tackle the
cases. These nodal government hospi-
tals would direct the other hospitals in
the district on treatment etc.

Rajasthan has reserved about 84 pri-
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Corona slams US jobs

The US economy abruptly ended a

pandemicshuttered businesses and

afteraddingarevised 275,000 in

growth in March-April;
Wall Street opens lower

historic113-straight months of employ-
ment growth in March, as coronavirus

factories, all but confirming a recession
isunderway. The Labor Department said
employers cut701,000 jobs last month

February. The unemployment rate shot
uptok.4 percentfrom3.5 per cent. Wall
Street's main indexes opened lower on
Friday. The Dow Jones fell127.51 points at

vate hospitals with over 9,000 beds in
Jaipur district for Covid-19. In Assam,
there are plans to set up brownfield hos-
pitals too within the next two months
that would be funded by 380 crore fund
generated from one day’s salary
donated by the government employees.
Apollo said that with its network of
70 hospitals, it has the largest number
of isolation and ICU facilities in the pri-
vate sector, and are fully prepared for a
stage where highly specialised treat-
ment for the critically ill will be
required. “We have over 250 beds which
can be enhanced to 500, created only
to treat the critically ill at any given time
and 1,000 ventilators. We expect to give
advanced care to over 2,000 patients a
month,” the spokesperson said.
Another private hospital chain
operator who has a vast network in
southern states said that taking over
entire private hospitals could be wor-
risome. "We are not sure how it works
as there would be other critical cases
coming in too," said the owner.
Analysts said the outbreak has
already taken a toll on private hospitals.
“Large players like Apollo have seen a
significant drop in occupancy levels to
40 per cent from 69 per cent amid
restrictions on people movement and
postponement of elective procedures.
Fortis has also started seeing a decline
in number of elective surgeries resulting
in a sharp fall of around 65 per cent, 40
per cent in OPD, IPD volumes, respec-
tively. Occupancy levels are down to 43-
45 per cent from 68 per cent in Q3FY20.
Narayana Hrudayalaya’s domestic in,
out-patient volumes have fallen 30-40
per cent due to travel restrictions and
deferral of elective procedures. The
company had temporarily suspended
operations at its Cayman facility for two
weeks due to an undisclosed Covid-19
case,” noted an ICICI Securities report.
With inputs from
Samreen Ahmad in Bengaluru

Asian Development
Bank sees global cost
as highas $4.1trn

The cost of the coronavirus pand-
emiccould be as high as $4.1
trillion, oralmost5 per cent of
global GDP, dependingonthe
disease's spread through Europe,
the USand other major economies,
the Asian Development Bank said.
Ashorter containment period
could limitthe damage to $2
trillion, or2.3 per cent of world
output, the Manila-based lender
said inits Outlook report

the opento21,285.93. BLOOMBERG released on Friday. ~ BLOOMBERG
Google to publish user location data to help govts | Merkel returns to
work virus-free

Google said it would publish users'
location data around the world from
Friday to allow governments to gauge the
effectiveness of social distancing

measures, broughtin to stem the Covid-19

pandemic. The reports on users'
movements in 131 countries will be made
available on a special website and will
"chart movementtrends overtime by

geography", accordingto a poston one of

Google's blogs. Trends will display "a

percentage pointincrease or decrease in

visits" to locations like parks, shops,
homes and places of work, not "the

absolute number of visits," said the post,

signed by Jen Fitzpatrick, who leads
Google Maps, and the company's chief
health officer Karen DeSalvo.

AFP/PTI

German Chancellor Angela Merkel
returned to work on Friday,
endinga12-day self-enforced
quarantine after atleast three
tests showed that she was free of
the coronavirus. The German
leadertook to herapartmentin
BerlinonMarch22. BLOOMBERG

PHOTO: PTI

action plan announced on March 25.”
“Every working man and woman, from
business person to daily wage earnet, also
expected you to announce steps to arrest
the economic slide and re-start the engines
of economic growth. The people are dis-
appointed on both counts. Symbolism is
important, but serious thought to ideas
and measures is equally important,”
Chidambaram, who has estimated that the

country needs infusion of at least 35 to 6
trillion to fight Covid-19, said.
Communist Party of India (Marxist)
chief Sitaram Yechury said the problems
facing the country cannot be overcome
by symbolism. “Agriculture and farming
has collapsed due to lack of planning by
the Centre. The agriculture ministry’s own
data shows that daily arrivals at various
wholesale markets after the lockdown

have fallen by up to 70 per cent,” he said.

Yechury said milk procurement has
crashed. “No distraction will help. This
has been flagged by the state govern-
ments, opposition and others. All
evidence points to a lackadaisical
approach by the Centre, leading to delay
in procuring adequate equipment to pro-
tect health care workers. Any accounta-
bility?” he said.




THE GOOD LIFE

Celebrating milestones
when socially distant

Somesh Jha, Rajesh Bhayani and
Sanjeeb Mukherjee on the travails
of those who ensure that food reaches
our tables in these anxious times

am Bhool grows spinach on his

farm in Bakhtawarpur outside

Delhi. Every day hereaches

Azadpur Mandi, Asia’s largest

vegetable and fruit market, at
6am, makingthe12-kmjourneyinaTempo.
Onordinary days, he sells10-odd quintals of
spinach in two hoursand then goeshome. But
these aren’t ordinary days. Now, he sells
barely 4 quintals and waitstill evening for
buyers. And then he makes the journey home,
onfoot. “Inaweek, I have been forced to
reduce the price from320 akgto6,” he says.
On Monday, he didn’t come to the mandi; he
fed the produce to his cows.

Tejpal (he, like several others spoken to for
thisarticle, givesonly his first name) isa
potato farmer from Islampur village near
Agra.Inthelast few days, he has thrice tried
to transport his produce to mandis in Delhi
and Mumbai, but truckers have been
reluctant. Those who were willingdemanded
twice the usual fare. Tejpal has now packed
his potatoes in gunny bags and stored them
under atree. “Cold storages aren’t runningon
full strength, so they aren’t accepting
potatoes,” he says.

Mausam, a truckdriver, reached Azadpur
Mandi at3am with 16 tonnes of green chillies
from Kolkata. He made thejourney in 29
hours, missing by an hour the deadline his
employer had set for him to earn areward of
%8,000. Lighting up a beedi, the 22-year-old
from Mewat in Rajasthan says the police

(Top) Frenetic activity in the pre-dawn hours at Delhi’s Azadpur Mandi; and policemen stop a

truck on the Chandigarh-Ambala highway

i

stopped him at least 25 times on the way. “At
each stop, I had toshell out¥200t03500,” he
says. Food en route also cost much more, he
adds. Thiswas his first tripsince the
nationwide lockdown was announced on
March23. “Throughout thejourney, I saw
poor people walking on the highway — men,
women, children. They pleaded with me fora
lift but Iwas helpless because of the
surveillance,” he says.

Not far from where Mausam sits near his
truck, Dilip Prasad, a mathadi (porter), is
desperately looking for work. Itis9 am and
hehasbeen in the mandisince 6. “Iwould
carry vegetables and fruits for wholesalers
and retailers up till the mandi gate, and earn
%300 by this time. Now, I barely earnX30,”
says Prasad, a native of Nawada, Bihar.

Ahighly contagious virusisin the air. But
atthiswholesale market, asin most others of
the country, physical distance is hardly
priority. Farmers, truckers, labourers,
arthiyas (commission agents) go about their
jobs, brushing against each other, some with
clothwrapped around their faces.

It’'sastruggle for survival, with little
support fromthe state. From the farmertothe
local fruit and vegetable vendor, who pushes
hiscart to our neighbourhoods after having
picked up the day’s supply from the mandi
while we sleep, these are the people who are
ensuring that food reaches our tables. Most
middle-class Indian homes have notseena
particular paucity of fruits and vegetables, so
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A close reading
of Tulsidas's Ram
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itisdifficult tovisualise the struggle it takes to
bring them to us. Or the misery of those who
make up this supply chain.

Potatoes and cucumbers are major
produce for farmers at Islampur. They had
barely recovered from the unseasonal rains of
mid-January, when the lockdown dealt them
another blow. It also coincides with atime
that the rabi crop was to be harvested.
“Though the government has announced
several relaxations, it will not be possible to
make up for the losses due to delayed
harvesting because of the sudden labour
scarcity,” says a farmer.

Wheat, chickpea and mustard are the
main crops harvested at this time in Punjab,
Haryana, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan and
Gujarat. “In Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan,
where the bulk of chickpea and wheat was
harvested before the lockdown, farmers are
not getting plastic sheets and bags to store
them. God forbid that the weather turns
bad,” Bhagwan Meena, a young farmer
leader from Madhya Pradesh, says over the
phone from Budni.

While most state governments have
deferred procurement, the Central
government has advised growers to delay
harvesting asthe weather isstill cool in parts
of North India. The impact of these decisions,
both on the producers and consumers, will be
feltin the monthsto come.

umbai declared a shutdown before

therest of Indiadid. Now, the
Agriculture Produce Market Committees
(APMC), or wholesale mandis, that feed
Mumbaiand Thane are issuing permits to
traders specifying the quantities of
vegetables they can bring in for sale.

With hotels, restaurants and roadside
eateries closed, the demand for vegetables has
fallen drastically. Traders who would
ordinarily buy from farmers and sell tonearby
mandis are having to go to distant mandjis.
Without any guarantee of finding buyers.

There have been several instances of
traders simply dumping fruits and vegetables
outside mandis. Or of farmers dumping
produce outside their villages, or, like Ram
Bhool, feedingthem to theiranimals. At
Igatpuri, on the way from Mumbai to Nashik,
dozens of farmers recently threw away bottle
gourd, cabbage and whatever else they’d
grown but couldn’tsell.

In Nashik, India’s grape capital, which
produces12.51akh tonnes of grapes (40 per
centofthe country’stotal) every year, the
migrant labour force has left for home. “So
acute isthe shortage that we will have to
either delay harvesting or make raisins from
fresh grapes,” says Kiran Chumbhle, a farm
owner and grape exporter. “Barely 30 per cent
ofthelabour, largely locals, remains and they
are chargingalot more.”

Chumbhle is aware of new farming
techniquesthat can help grapesstay freshand

o
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Men's shoes: now stylish,
affordable, homegrown

sweet longer; most farmers are not. Nor do
they have the expertise, ingredients or
solventsto make raisins, adds Vasudev Kathe,
coordinator, Dabholkar Prayog Parivar, a
Nashik-based body of 5,000 farmers working
on crop improvement experiences. The
supplies, he adds, aren’t coming from
Mumbaiduetothelockdown. “Thaven’t seen
such adeep crisisin my 35yearsof grape
farming.” The Union horticulture department
estimates that India’s grape production could
fallby 29 per cent, to 2.15 million tonnes.

Maharashtra also accounts for 37.2 per cent
ofIndia’s onion produce, some of which is
grown in Nashik. But India’s largest onion
mandji, Lasalgaon, 60 km from Nashik, is
closed since someone in anearby areatested
positive for Covid-19. Farmers are now selling
whatever little they can to smaller mandis like
in Chandvad near Lasalgaon. The worry is
that onion prices could rise as farmers find it
difficult tosell their produce in peak
harvesting season.

ead over to Mumbai’s Vashi Mandi,
H which sells a couple of million tonnes of
grainsand pulses every year. It offers alesson
inhowthings can be managed ina pandemic.

“We haveinitiated a system to control
crowdingand at the same time ensure that
the supply line from farmers and traders
remains open for Mumbai city and Thane,”
says Nilesh Veera, director, Vashi APMC. The
committee has putal6-point
programme in place.

Supply trucks entering the
mandiand those heading
out to Mumbai city are
unloaded and loaded
on alternate days.
OnlyI-card holders
are permitted entry
into the market yard.
Individual buyers,
brokers and others are
banned. Allentry and
exit points are manned.

A committee of

commissioners of all municipal
corporations up to Konkan district is
overseeing the functioning. And alocal
Vashi market committee is managing
internal operations.

Permits for quantities that can be brought
into the mandi have also been issued forthe
vegetable market at Vashi, which supplies
Navi Mumbai, Thane, Mumbai, Palghar as
well as the Vasai-Virar region. Here, too,
individual customer entry isbanned and the
mandiisregularly cleaned.

In Mumbeai’s suburbs, however, retailers
are charging more for vegetables even though
farmers are sellingthem cheap. They say that
transport is expensive. And though
household buys have doubled, it cannot make
up for theloss of business from restaurants
and hotels.

PEOPLE

Tillotama Shome's
dramatic defiance

DALIP KUMAR

THELONG
E-GROCERY QUEUE

SAMREEN AHMAD

henthe lockdown was announced, Feroze,

who worked as a food delivery agent with
Swiggy in Bengaluru, panicked and rushed home to
Davangere, five hours away. Now he wants to
return. "l have no income; | am exhausting my
savings. IfI geta pass somehow, | will go back to
work," says Feroze, who earned ¥28,000-30,000
amonth atthe start-up.

Though food delivery orders have reduced on the
platform, grocery orders have picked up, says
anotherSwiggy riderwho had just completed his
18th delivery of the day.

Online grocery, which is barely about four per
centof India’s $600-700 billion grocery market, has
seen an overnightsurge. Zomato, too, has begun
these services underZomato Market.

Atonline grocery store BigBasket, slots get filled
within thefirst15 minutes of opening, post-
midnight. “We are serving 75,000 orders but the
number of people seeking to order would be 300,000
t0 400,000 a day," says Hari Menon, co-founder and
CEO of the Bengaluru-based company. “All our
warehouses are open and we have enough stock. We
areshortof people, that's all. And we can'trun a
business without people."” Many riders, like Feroze,
left for home after the lockdown was announced.

The company is now reaching outto cab
aggregators, restaurant associations and other
retailers for help. Till then, customers can only

keep adding essentials to their carts and wait
for delivery slots to open.

Backat Azadpur
Mandi, Arjun, a
vegetable hawker,
regrets his decision to
stayoninthecity rather
thangoto his familyin
Pratapgarh in Uttar Pradesh.
“Ithought Iwould be ableto
earnalivingsincewhatIsellisan
‘essential item’,” says the 48-year-old,
atowel wrapped around his mouth and nose.
Butwith individual buyers staying away from
the mandji, earnings have reduced to atrickle.
“Once thislockdown lifts, Iwill go to my
village...tomy children.”

The narrow lanes by the mandi where
hawkers sold vegetables have also been
cleared. “But the nature of the market is
such that maintaining safe physical
distanceis difficult,” says Manish Singh, a
22-year-old commission agent who buys
vegetables from the mandi and sells them to
wholesalers and retailers.

Itisariskto personal safety thatthey are
willing totake. “Or else,” says Prasad, the
porter, “Iwill die of hunger.”
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SMART ART
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The artist
in distressing
times

he plague struck Mumbai (then Bombay)
I in 1897 and claimed Bapubai,

MV Dhurandhar’s (first) wife, as victim in
early 1898. One of the leading practitioners of
the Bombay School, Dhurandhar — an accom-
plished artist of the realistic style — spent the
hours in the hospital waiting for relatives doing
what he knew best: painting the subject beside
him in meticulous detail. The work, unimagina-
tively titled She Is Dead, became part of a personal
body of work that formed a sketchbook including
later drawings of his second wife, Gangubai. It
was last exhibited at a retrospective of the artist
at the National Gallery of Modern Art in Mumbai.

Dhurandhar’s preoccupation with the dead
body of his wife might appear ghoulish, but artists
have been drawn to the study of anatomy since
times immemorial. Leonardo da Vinci was known
to visit morgues for a keener understanding of the
human body. From the macabre to the vicarious,
artists have been compulsive record-keepers of
human misery and suffering. In Europe, the rav-
ages of poxes and plagues provided ample con-
tent. In current times, photographers have
replaced them when it comes to documenting
sorrow and acts of violence, but we can be sure
that artists will react to these distressing, fatalis-
tic circumstances sooner rather than later.

How are artists keeping themselves occu-
pied in this period of forced confinement? Those
with home studios are fortunate to be able to
work, saved from distractions — one can be sure
no gallerists or collectors are pursuing them for
works required for exhibitions in the immediate
future. Most I know are confining themselves to
small works in the absence of assistants to help
with the preparation of canvases, the grinding of
colours, and all the paraphernalia artists are no
more prone to doing. In the absence of such
support, they’re more likely to be experimenting
with mediums and materials that they are
preparing themselves.

Because they need constant self-validation,

SHE 15 DEAD
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MV Dhurandhar’s wife Bapubai painted by him
as she lay dead in a hospital in 1898

artists do not take to
confinement easily
— even though, iron-

Those with home
studios are fortunate
to be able to work,

saved from ically, they’re used to
distractions — one working in the isola-
can be sure no tion of their studios.
gallerists or Being somewhat

collectors are
pursuing them for

otherworldly, they
can be dismissive of

works required for such chores as cook-
exhibitions in the ing, cleaning and
immediate future caring for the family

that is now required

of them in the short duration. More distressing-
ly, many find themselves locked out of their stu-
dios that are located at some distance from their
homes. The older among them have resorted to
sketching, drawing and painting watercolours;
the younger have turned inevitably to their com-
puters in search of inspiration, scouting ideas,
catching up with the rest of the (moribund) art
world. Most of all, installation artists, those who
work on a large scale, are piqued by this incar-
ceration. Perhaps a miniaturisation of their works
will help them rethink their ideas and its ability
to reach the homes of art lovers who don’t boast
an abundance of either space or spending pow-
er on works they nevertheless admire.

This time has been a boon for art writers, with
artists more than happy to engage in conversa-
tions, Skype home-studio sessions, explain work
processes, and share the work they’re complet-
ing, or starting. A few are away from the city, in
alternative studios by the beach or in the moun-
tains — they are the ones I envy most. Many are
self-educating themselves on artistic practices,
styles and philosophies, spending time watching
documentaries and films on artists online. The
adda is back by way of virtual conversations.
Bereft of pressing schedules and the pressure to
produce, many are rethinking their priorities and
the implied legacy of their work. Is it too much to
hope that a new chapter in art practice will find
fertile root — without having to suffer the loss
experienced by Bapubai or the painter of her
mortal body, M V Dhurandhar?

Kishore Singh is a Delhi-based writer and art critic.
Theseviews are personal and do not reflect those of the
organisation with which heis associated

ackin 2013, a group of men and

women got together to mark

one month of them landing

(and living) on Mars. Only, it

wasn’t really Mars, but a simu-
lated mission that mimicked conditions
found on the red planet. Called HI-SEAS,
the study was run by the University of Hawaii
near an active volcano on the island.

Strangers had to live together in an area
of about 1,400 sq ft inside a specially
designed habitat. This meant they had to
conserve water and largely live off preserved
food, and they had no direct contact with the
outside world. One sure-shot way of keeping
their morale up, the group realised, was to
celebrate the things they’d usually celebrate,
in whatever way they could. So they bonded
over a playlist of retro songs, ate spam
musubi (Hawaiian sushi) and chocolate cake,
and drank lemonade spiked with dehydrat-
ed tropical fruits.

For many of us the ongoing lockdown
feels like a simulation, one imposed on us.
The strangeness brought about by a work-
from-home situation means the lines
between the personal and professional blur
too easily. This is why it’s important to bring
our support structures closer together to beat
isolation, especially if there’s a birthday or an
anniversary around the corner.

While usual suspects
such as Skype, FaceTime
and WhatsApp video are
fine, there are more “fun”
platforms that can be used
for larger gatherings. One
could, for instance, schedule a
movie night through Netflix. All you
need is a Netflix account and a
Chrome browser. The host can
begin a virtual “party” by send-
ing out an invite. A chat win-
dow parallel to the screen
allows you to talk to friends
who’ve joined in as the movie
plays. When one person pauses the
film, it pauses for everyone else too.

There’s also the Houseparty app,
which, besides being a video-confer-
encing platform, allows you to play
multiplayer games, such as trivia and
card games. Another app, Zoom, allows
those who have iPhone 8 or higher versions
the option of using a photo as your back-
ground image. This means you can still go
ahead with a beach-themed birthday par-
ty as your family and friends also pull out
images of palm-lined beaches.

So, send out virtual invites to friends
and get together online for a karaoke ses-
sion, followed by a dinner where everyone
has made the same meal. Or just take it
easy by dedicating the day to self-care while
your friends do the same. Set up a spa in
your living room with foot soaks and mois-
turisers, and bring out the scented candles.
Or, host a drink-talk-learn party, where
everyone presents a three-minute talk (with
PowerPoint slides) on any topic of their
choosing and with their individual choice
of beverage to the table. Opt for a dress
code. This is nerd nirvana. For the present,
this is the new normal: figuring out ways

to be together, apart.
A note of caution, though: to ensure
privacy, it’s always a good idea to read
the fine print before logging into any new
app, especially to uncheck the boxes that
ask to share or collect your personal
information. When in doubt, stick to the
video conferencing platforms you know
are secure, including the old-school

Google Hangouts, which allows up to 10
users at a time.

ot being able to cele-
brate their birthday
with friends might be par-
ticularly hard on young chil-
dren. So, get their friends’
parents to help them join vir-
tual parties. And if the chil-
dren are very young, their
toys — dinosaurs, dogs, dolls
— can join in as party guests
with tiny birthday hats tai-
lored for them.

But mind you, it might
take more than a virtual par-
ty to keep the birthday child
happy. So, besides in-house
activities such as a baking a

cake with them or designing
a treasure hunt, one could
set up an obstacle course at
home as many in other parts
of the world have done. Use
atape to mark out the path
a child has to run, from
start to finish, that goes
around rooms, around

chairs and tables with a
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few zigzag bits. Remember to bring out all
the cushions and mattresses for this one.
There’s also Google’s augmented reality
(AR) feature that can entertain children and
adults alike. Just type in an animal on
Google’s list (alligator, ball python, brown
bear, cheetah, emperor penguin, giant pan-
da, octopus, macaw, shark, tiger and more)
and opt for the “view in 3D” option. Keep
photos or videos of the day you virtually
brought the zoo to your living room.
All of these are, of course, besides
the things you can do in person. Like
cook themed-based meals or ‘
family favourites. Or bring
out the fairylights, turn
old newspapers into

Where'
PARTY

TONIGHT?

Milestones must not be brushed asidein
times of isolation. Nikita Puri sharesideas
on how torecalibrate celebrations

sthe

party streamers or paint them and cut them
into tiny little stars to be put up in the bal-
cony or a window — or in any corner, and
convert it into a themed-spot for the simu-
lation you want to be in.

Old script, fresh take

Indira Kannan on the making of Punyakoti, the first full-length
animation film in Sanskrit, now on Netflix

eswaran, then an employee of Infosys,
heard a story from a colleague during a

bus ride to their campus near Bengaluru. It
was the story of Punyakoti the cow, drawn
from a well-known Kannada folk song called
“Govina Haadu” (The Cow’s Song), which isin
turn based on a story from the Mahabharata.
As he heard the narration, his mind rapidly
added background, characters and locations.
Ravishankar had long been obsessed with
making an animation film, and he had found
the story for his dream project. On March 25,
2020, which was Ugadi, or the Kannada New
Year, the animation film titled Punyalkoti was
released online in the United States and

S even years ago, Ravishankar Venkat-

Canada, after years of heartbreak, crowd-
funding and the director’s single-minded per-
severance. On March 31, Netflix added the film
to its platform. It won four awards at the Ann-
ual Animation Network Awards in Mumbeai.

That would be a heartwarming story in
itself, but for another unique feature of the
project — it is the first full-length animation
film in Sanskrit. Ravishankar says he discov-
ered the language only in his 40s, during a
Sanskrit workshop at Infosys. He was imme-
diately awed by its beauty and decided to com-

bine his two passions for Punyakoti.

In an interview from Bengaluru, he says,
“The person who was teaching us Sanskrit said
there are not many contemporary works in the
language and people think it is only for scrip-
tures. So I thought, anyway I want to make a
movie, why not make it in Sanskrit? It would
stand out, and there would be no competition.”

It was not easy to raise funds for such a nic-
he project. Ravishankar approached former
Infosys executive Mohandas Pai, who offered
support and advised him to try crowdfund-
ing. He ended up with over 450 donors from

around the world. Ravishankar worked with
animators based in five Indian cities, as
well asin Romania and Brazil. “We used to
connect through Google Hangouts, share
our screens and start working scene by
scene. I've not even met some of them.”

Ravishankar Venkateswaran (left)
_~  withmusiclegend Ilaiyaraja

Punyakoti is based on the story of a touch-
ing encounter between a cow and a hungry
tiger that wants to eat it. Ravishankar also
weaves in a morality tale about the dangers of
reckless development and deforestation. He
used what he calls the “satvik storytelling”
style for the script. “It is a very calm way of
telling a story, unlike this high drama that we
areall used to,” he explains. The design was in-
spired by the geometric, modular puppet-style
prevalent across South India.

The project received generous help from
unexpected quarters. Ravishankar was acqua-
inted with music legend Ilaiyaraja, who offered
to compose the score after hearing the story.
Another big catch was actor Revathy, who was
introduced by a friend’s relative, and went out
of her way to help, voicing the title role. “She
came to Bengaluru on her own for the dubbing.
When I asked if I could at least pay for her
flight, she turned around and gave me some
money for the movie,” he recalls.

Revathy tells Business Standard that Pun-
yakoti was a film close to her heart: “I have
always enjoyed being part of any new experi-
ment in cinema. I felt challenged to learn

s aq

Sanskrit again after Class VIII and it felt really
good. The story of Punyakoti is something I
relate to as it talks about the environment and
our lack of responsibility towards it.”

The film has landed online with impecca-
ble timing when many families are stuck at
home due to the Covid-19 crisis. Its North Ame-
rican premiere on Vimeo got over 4,000 views.
The moving force behind the premiere was
Harsh Thakkar, honorary president of
Samskrita Bharati Canada, a non-profit that
works to promote Sanskrit. “There are proba-
bly thousands of kids in Canada and the US
who are learning Sanskrit as a spoken lan-
guage, and we wanted to bring it to them. Now
people are anyway home, away from school,
and it worked out very well,” says Thakkar,
who lives in Mississauga near Toronto.

Ravishankar, now a vice-president at an
investment bank, has already received an offer
from an animation studio to write a script for
a film on Swami Vivekananda. For now, he is
savouring the fulfilment of a promise he had
made to himself all these years about his
dream project: “Sheeghrameva aagamishyati”
(Coming Soon).
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T h e f I r s t These selections from Tulsidas’s Free-fo |‘.— all
rendering of the many deeds of Ram VS COpyri ght

will arrest the trend of defining him ALEXANDRA ALTER

aS aunidimenSional CharaCter’ t was initially presented as a rare and

- h h Iwelcome sliver of good news for the
saysA K Bhattacharya Hterary world.

Last week, Internet Archive, a nonprofit

group, announced that it would drop the access
restrictions for its scanned books to make them
widely available to readers during the coron-
avirus outbreak. Calling it “a National
Emergency Library to serve the nation’s dis-
placed learners”, the group said it would sus-
pend the wait-lists for about 1.4 million books
until the end of the public health crisis.

Some early positive coverage of the project
noted that it was filling a void, making books
accessible at a time when many libraries and
bookstores across the country have closed. But
authors quickly began criticising the effort, call-
ing it piracy masquerading as public service.
Some argued that the free online library would
deprive authors and publishers of royalty pay-
ments — at amoment when sales are declining
and many writers are struggling.

After NPR and The New Yorker ran reports
praising the National Emergency Library, several
prominent writers, including Colson Whitehead,
took to social media to condemn the project:
They scan books illegally and put them online.
It’s not a library.

“There is no author bailout, booksellers
bailout or publisher bailout,” the novelist
Alexander Chee wrote on Twitter. “The Internet
Archive’s ‘emergency’ copyrights grab endan-
gers many already in terrible danger.”

When Whitehead searched the site, he found
that all of his books except for the most recent,
The Nickel Boys, were available free. After he
asked Internet Archive to remove the works they
were taken down, Whitehead said in an email.

The author and illustrator Jarrett J Krosoczka
said he was not aware that many of his books
were available free on the archive until his liter-
ary agent contacted him last week. Krosoczka
said that, like many authors, he was even more
dependent now on his royalties to make a living

] because the money he was receiving from speak-
ARMED WITH DIVINITY: Tulsidas imbued Ram with God-like qualities and used the Bhakti Rasa — a sentiment infused with devotion — to achieve a kind of apotheosis that ing events has dried up during the crisis. “I was

elevates Ram as an incarnation of Vishnu, one of the Hindu trinity of gods REUTERS very disappointed to find my books illegally
uploaded to this service,” he said. “This is the
eading Pavan KVarma’s Ramayana.Notethat Ramcharitmanasis significantly, Ram in Valmiki’s Ramayana Ramtotheordinary peopleasthe intellectual property that supports my family.”
selections from Tulsidas’s notthe Ramayana.Yes, the central character was Maryada Purushottam — the man incarnation of Vishnu and with virtually no While Internet Archive calls itself a digital
Ramcharitmanas along with isthesame,but Ramin Tulsidas’sepicand who could not be faulted asa human being weaknesses that Valmiki’s Ram had shown. library, it operates differently from public libraries
hiscommentary will almost Ramin Valmiki’s Ramayana are two —and Tulsidas imbued Ram with God- What helped Tulsidas was the structure of that have e-book lending programmes. Public
inevitably remind you of what different personas with different traitsand like qualities and used the Bhakti Rasa —a Ramcharitmanas, which excluded sections libraries get licences from publishers for the e-
AKRamanujan had expounded in his attributes. Varma’scommentary does not sentiment infused with devotion —to thatsaw Sitaembrace Mother Earthtoend books they lend, and publishers receive payments,
famousbook-length essay — “Three make it very obvious, butreadingit closely achieve akind of apotheosis that elevates herlife afterthe two humiliatingexperiences according to the terms that are set. Internet Archive
Hundred Ramayanas: Five Examples and willleave you with no other conclusion. Ram asanincarnation of Vishnu, one of of proving her integrity and loyalty toRam. doesn’t get licences from publishers but instead
Three Thoughts on Translation”. Providing Indeed, even Ramanujan in hisessay on the Hindu trinity of gods. Varma’s Afew of the sections, which Varma relies on donated or purchased books or copies it
amasterly sweep of how the story of Ram the many versions of the Ramayana referred commentary and the sections he has chose to highlight in this volume with his acquires through collaborations with physical
was treated differently in different parts of toTulsidas’s Ramcharitmanas as presenting selected from Tulsidas’s epic bring these commentary, alsobring out Tulsidas’sidea libraries. The books are then scanned and made
India and Southeast Asia, Ramanujan had adifferent version of Ram, almost asan elements out quite eloquently. of social inclusion and a secular worldview. available for one borrower at a time, for 14 days.
questioned the definitive portrayal of Ram aside. Ramanujan talks about the many Ramanujan’s thesis gets The conversation between With that restriction removed, the archive is now
onlyasagod. storiesof Ram in different languages — further corroboration when you Shabari, whobelongedtoa operating more or less like a free digital book site.
Buthisthesis that there are many “Annamese, Balinese, Bengali, Cambodian, read Varma’scommentary on lower Hindu caste, and Ram, In an interview,
versions of Ram and the Ramayanabecame Chinese, Gujarati, Javanese, Kannada, how Tulsidas describes Ram’s highlights the importance Internet Archive Brewster Kahle, the
socontroversial that the University of Delhi Kashmiri, Khotanese, Laotian, Malaysian, crestfallen disorientation after Tulsidas attached totheidea of doesn't get founder and digital
eventually succumbed to pressure from Marathi, Oriya, Prakrit, Sanskrit, Santali, helearns of Sita’s abduction socialinclusion, although licences from librarian of Internet
bigoted right-wing elementsin academia Sinhalese, Tamil, Telugu, Thai, Tibetan —to from their forest home. Tulsidas there would be legitimate publishers but Archive, said the
and banned the essay from its curriculumin say nothing of Western languages.” writes: “Shri Ram, whois bliss questions over the suggestion instead relies on group decided to
2011. That wasunfortunate and signalled in Ramanujan doesrefertoTulsidas’s personified and has all His thatitwasonly theincarnation donated or make its scanned
many ways the rapidly growing influence of Ramcharitmanaslater, butonly to wishes accomplished, and who of Vishnu who would help purchased books books more widely
anobscurantist approach tounderstanding underline how Tulsidas portrayed Ramasa isbothunborn and immortal, Shabari achieve salvation. or copies it available after hearing
and appreciating Hindu epics. god, like Kampan’s Tamil Ramayana did. behaved like amortal.” Ram’s Similarly, the section on Ram acquires through from teachers who
Hopefully, Varma’s selections from The differences between Valmiki’s behaviour like a mortal after the Rajyademonstrates Tulsidas’s collaborations with  were looking for more
Ramcharitmanaswill arrest this trend of Ramayana and Tulsidas’s abduction of Sitamay be the ' predilection forasecular physical libraries resources to teach
definingRam asaunidimensional character. Ramcharitmanas are quite stark. The onlysuchoccasionin THE GREATEST worldview where he endorses remotely after schools
The44 carefully selected sections from endings are different — Tulsidas Ramcharitmanas.But ODE TO LORD RAM theidea of people from all closed. Authors who don’t want their work to be
Tulsidas’srenderingofthe many deeds of concludes the epic with the coronation of Valmiki’s Ramayana presents classeslivingin harmony. available through the site can opt out, he said.
Ram reiterate onceagain howRamanujan, Ram as the king of Ayodhya, much before many more instanceswhen TULSIDAS'S Ofthe 44 sectionsin this The group’s emergency library project has
with hisvast erudition asapoet and scholar, even the disappearance of his wife, Sita, Rambehaveslikeahuman RAMCHARITMANAS volume, asmanyas19are found support within literary and academic cir-
had aptly captured theessenceof Ramasa into Mother Earth; Valmiki goes on further being, with all the weaknesses Author: presented as dialogues. Many cles. Some authors have asked to have their work
towering character with many personas and concludes only when Ram gives up his andeven faultsof an ordinary Pavan KVarma ofthese dialogues are between included, Kahle said. More than 300 colleges,
portrayed in different versions of the life near the river Sarayu. More person, particularlyinthe Publisher: key charactersin the epic and libraries, universities and individuals signed on
ISTOCK manner in which he treats Sita Westland Books bring out the intricacies of the to a public statement supporting Internet
g after her return from Lanka. relationships between the Archive’s actions. The statement says that the
g s . Pages: 350+XIl L. - . . o

B Valmiki’s narration makes no - participants. The dialogues emergency library will help with “remote teach-
secretof theauthor’s Price: 3699 that add dimensionstothe ing, research activities, independent scholarship
disappointment over the way epicare the ones between and intellectual stimulation while universities,
Ram questions a disconsolate Sita, soon Ram and his brother Lakshman and schools, training centers and libraries are closed”.
aftersheisrescuedin Lanka. between Ravan and his wife Mandodari. Lepore, who wrote in The New Yorker that oth-
ForTulsidas, makingaloneexceptionin Nolesssignificantisthe dialogue between er collections should follow Internet Archive’s
presenting Ram with the weaknesses of Ram and Bali, who was killed by the lead, said she viewed the emergency library as a
showingemotionasahumanbeingis former in an unfair battle. worthwhile effort to help teachers and students
significant. Ramcharitmanaswascomposed Varma has an easy and accessible style. who were confronting an urgent educational cri-
in Awadhiinthelate16th centurysothatthe Heexplains the significance of many sis. “People who can afford to buy books should be
story of Ram could be accessed by ordinary incidents that Tulsidas chooses to depict buying books right now,” Lepore said in an email.
people. As Varma writes, there was alot of in Ramcharitmanas with clarity and “But, meanwhile, in addition to a public health
pressureon himtowritethestoryof Ramin simplicity. For those whowishtoread a emergency, there is an educational emergency.”
Sanskrit, buteven though Tulsidasspenta Hindi commentary on all 44 sections of Still, some organisations that represent
good part ofhislife in Kashi (present-day Ramcharitmanasin this volume, thereisa authors and publishers said the effort could do
Varanasi), he decided tocompose short appendix at the end, which is useful more harm to the publishing industry at a time

Ramcharitmanasinthelocallanguage. That and complements the English rendering of economic crisis.
also perhaps explains why Tulsidas portrays ofthe work. “They’re operating without any permission

whatsoever from authors or publishers who
own the copyright for these works,” said Maria
Pallante, the president and chief executive of

OUT NOW FO RTH COMING the Association of American Publishers. “It’s

blatant infringement.”
The Authors Guild also slammed the National
SUPERBUGS: THE RACE CRICKET 2.0: INSIDE THE TEN STEPS OF 2062: THE WORLD Emergency Library, arguing that Internet Archive
TO STOP AN EPIDEMIC THE T20 REVOLUTION .r‘iﬁ‘;“ POSITIVE AGEING: q n e q THAT Al MADE was using the public health crisis to “advance a
First published in August Two sports writers oy e A HANDBOOK FOR An Australian academic copyright ideology that violates current federal
2019, a doctor, present a whirlwind ROBERTSON PERSONAL CHANGE L U U L considers the impact Al law and hurts most authors”.
researcher and ethics tour of a cricket format _ IN LATER LIFE THE WORLD THAT Al MADE will have on work, war, Mary Rasenberger, the executive director of
professor presciently tells that has taken the [ EP) Asserting that ageing economics, politics, the Authors Guild, said that Internet Archive’s
the exhilarating story of world by storm and ACITI can be a positive everyday life and even decision to give readers unlimited access to its
his race to beat drug- resurrected the waning experience, this book death. Due April 13. online collection violated intellectual property
resistant bacteria — fortunes of the game. T offers a practical Toby Walsh laws. “All they’ve done is scan a lot of books and
known as superbugs — Tim Wigmore and VLI roadmap that focuses R ekt T Speaking Tiger put them on the internet, which makes them no
and save countless lives. Freddie Wilde AHRSI I O on the psychological TOBY WALSH 336 pages, price different from any other piracy site,” she said. “If
Matt McCarthy Penguin Random House R and emotional aspects not stated you can get anything that you want that’s on
HarperCollins X499, 320 pages of getting older. Internet Archive for free, why are you going to
X499, 226 pages Guy Robertson buy an e-book?”
Bloomsbury
%600, 224 pages ©2020 The New York Times
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The advice from public health officials has been confusing, leaving us to decide

whether a DIY maskis better than nothing, writes Tara Parker-Pope

o mask or not to mask? For the

past few months, public health

officials have advised that

healthy people should not wear

masks as a way to protect them-
selves from coronavirus. But as we learn
more about the virus, more experts are chal-
lenging the official guidance and saying that
there is probably some benefit to covering
our faces in public.

But for now, commercially made masks
are virtually impossible to find. Many people
have hoarded masks in recent months, and
everyone agrees that any available supply of
medical masks should be reserved for hos-
pitals and emergency workers. That means if
you want a mask, you probably have to make
it yourself.

“Cover your face with cloth — however
you want to do that,” said Shan Soe-Lin, alec-
turer at the Yale Jackson Institute for Global
Affairs who was a co-author of a widely
shared article about the need to cover your
face. “Cover your face pretty thoroughly from

ISTOCK

your mouth to your nose to prevent large
aerosol droplets coming out or going in.”

Last week, the German Medical Assoc-
iation suggested citizens find or make a sim-
ple fabric mask when out in public and leave
medical-grade masks for front-line workers.
In Austria, grocery store shoppers are now
required to wear masks. In New York,
Governor Andrew M Cuomo has advised
anyone over 70 to wear a mask.

The highest quality, most expensive med-
ical masks — called N95 respirator masks —
should be reserved for hospital workers and
emergency responders who are regularly
exposed to high viral loads from infected
patients, both from frequent contact as well
as medical procedures that can spew tiny
viral particles into air. The rest of us don’t
need that level of protection.

If you’re not a health care worker and you
have a stash of N95 masks or standard surgi-
cal masks, consider donating it to a hospital.

If you’re staying home and nobody in
your family is infected, you don’t need a

mask most of the time. But more experts
now say that wearing a non-medical or
homemade mask to go to the grocery store or
pharmacy may be a good idea. Studies of
mask use to prevent the spread of respirato-
ry illnesses, including SARS, another form of
coronavirus, show a simple mask can lower
risk of infection. The effect is greatest when
masks are used along with hand hygiene
and social distancing.

“I think the vast amount of data would
suggest that the coronavirus is an airborne
infection carried by respiratory droplets, and
it also can be passed on by direct contact,”
said Siddhartha Mukherjee, assistant pro-
fessor of medicine at Columbia University,
who recently wrote an article about how the
coronavirus behaves inside patients. “The
mask works two ways — not only to protect
you from me, but me from you.”

hile we don’t have a lot of research on

the effectiveness of homemade masks

in preventing the spread of infection, sci-
entists who study airborne dis-

ALWAYS eases can offer some guidance. A
REMOVEA mask sewn from a pattern or an
improvised face covering made

MASKBY THE with a T-shirt probably offer
EARLOOPSOR  some protection. The thicker the
THETIE — fabric, the better: think heavy
cotton T-shirt or a thick, felt-like

NEVERTHE fabric, said Linsey Marr, a
PART THAT Virginia Tech scientist and an
COVERSYOUR  expert in the transmission of

FACE

viruses in the air. While some

people have suggested using a

bandanna, the fabric is typically
so thin and flimsy that it would likely offer
little protection. Double or triple the ban-
danna fabric if that’s all you have.

“T’'ve been saying some protection is bet-
ter than none,” said Marr, who noted that
local health departments have been asking
aerosol scientists for guidance on potential
mask materials to deal with supply short-
ages. She said her team will have results soon
with more specific recommendations for
materials to use in masks.

Marr emphasised that most people do
not need the high level of protection offered
by a medical mask. “The potential for expo-
sure is so much lower in a grocery store com-
pared to working in a hospital close to
patients,” she said.

Soe-Lin said she believes an added ben-
efit of a mask is that it serves as a constant
reminder against touching your face, a major

way that the virus is spread. But no face cov-
ering, whether it’s homemade or a medical
mask, makes you invincible. Pulling a mask
on and off or fidgeting with it will lessen its
effectiveness. And in theory, fiddling with
your mask could contaminate it. Always
remove a mask by the ear loops or the tie —
never the part that covers your face. Soe-
Lin said she has used cloth masks for three
weeks and washes and dries them regularly.
Someone with only one mask can hand wash
at night and let it air dry. If a mask gets wet
or damp while you are wearing it, it’s less
effective, she said.

“I don’t think there is any evidence that
this is going to make things worse, but there
is evidence that it provides some additional
good,” said Robert Hecht, professor at the
Yale School of Public Health, who was the co-
author of the face mask article with Soe-Lin.
“Under this emergency situation we’re in, it
seems, in our view, hard to argue against cov-
ering your face. We have large numbers of
infections occurring which don’t need to
happen if people were to use the masks.”

Mukherjee said he is hopeful that
large companies and the government will
produce and distribute inexpensive masks
for essential workers like grocery clerks
and delivery drivers, as well as the general
public. Questions about durability, reuse
and sanitising masks, as well as the best fab-
ric to use in a homemade mask, still need to
be answered.

“My strong preference is for people to not
cobble together homemade masks,”
Mukherjee said. “People are using them
because they are desperate, and they don’t
know what to do.”

If you decide to start wearing a mask, you
should know that it takes some getting used
to. A mask can be hot and uncomfortable
and fog your glasses if you wear them. But
pulling it up and down defeats the purpose of
wearing it.

“I still believe that masks are primarily
for health care workers and for those who
are sick to help prevent spreading droplets
to others,” said Adit Ginde, a professor of
emergency medicine at the University of
Colorado School of Medicine. “However, I
do believe that for limited circumstances
when individuals must be in close quarters
with others, a correctly positioned mask or
other face cover for a short duration could
be helpful.”

©2020 The New York Times

CHESS #1395

By DEVANGSHU DATTA

blood in the aftermath of the

Candidates fiasco. Nobody knows
when the event will be completed — it did
lead to April Fool’s rumours that it would
be completed in Antarctica!

Teimour Radjabov’s stance in pulling
out hasbeenvindicated, and it’s clear he’s
been unlucky. But what can Fide now do? It
would be grossly unfair to everyone else in
the cycle, toreplay the Candidates from
scratch. Can Fide seed Radjabov into the
next Candidates cycle instead in a sort of
deferred admission? Is that sufficient
recompense for replacing him in
this cycle?

Chessisagamewith alarge online
presence anyhow and, of course, there’s
been asurge of online interest. So major
chess websites have been holding
sequences of blitz events, lectures and
exhibitions. In addition, Chessbase is
covering the historic 1970 USSR vs Rest of
the World match in detail on the 50th
anniversary of the match, with “live”
commentary on the games, and
reminiscences from surviving participants

T here isunderstandably a lot of bad

such as Vlastimil Hort.

Like most other sports, chess will also
have to reboot its basic competitive format
to stay alive through this crisis. Unlike, say,
cricket, tennis or soccer, where the live
audiences and the stadia are keystone
elements, chess can migrate more easily
online. Most tournaments are broadcast
live, and the audience is 99.9 per cent
online, watching and analysing on
their engines.

But players do need to travel
extensively, and anti-cheating measures
are going to be hard toimplement evenly
across online formats. Hence, youngsters
looking for norms and titles might find
themselves in limbo until this sorts out.
And, of course, funding will be an issue in
the middle of an economic downturn.

While coronavirus has not yet claimed
any prominent chess victims, there was a
tragedy last week. The 33-year-old WIM
Arianne Caoili died in aroad accident in
Yerevan. Arianne, acharming Filipino-
Australian with an economics PhDand a
multi-faceted career, was also Levon
Aronian’s wife. She will be greatly missed
onthe chesscircuit.

TheDiagram (White: Maxime
Vachier Lagrave Vs Black: Ian
Nepomniachtchi, Candidates 2020)isa
crucial seventh round encounter. How
does white converthis edge?

MVL played 28. Bxe7! Kxe729.g4!
Rxb5 30. axb5 Rxb5 31. gxf5 Rxb1+ 32.
Qxb1exf5. Now 33. Qxf5 Qe6!? may be ok for
blacksince the a-pawn could get dangerous.
ButMVLfound 33.Ng3! Qb6 The Kt +
Queen mountanattack with 34. Nxf5+
Kf835.Qal! Qe6[Qal createsthreats down
a3-f8, and also hits the a-pawn] 36. Ng3 Qg4
37.Kg2Qxf4 38.Qxa7Ke739.Qa3+Kd8
40.Qd6g541.hxg6h542.g7(1-0).

Devangshu Datta is an internationally rated
chess and correspondence chess player
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THE BS CROSSWORD #3311

1 Reproductive cell has meinthe
entrance (6)

4 Took physical exercise when
reminded (6)

9 Good guy, the FBl agent (1-3)

10Means of travel by land and
sea (5,5)

12 It sounds as if you will get
yourselfin a knot by the end
ofthe year (8)

13 Drive around new rings in
green (9)

.
15Money flowing when half life
H B

is gone (4)
16 Put the question as one of

attitude (&)

17 You may have to stand
this, but you won't be at
ease (9)

21 Watch cricket side in enforced
second innings (6-2)

22 Whine about divine pool (6)

24 We may bet on them to give
us hydrogen (10)

25 Provoke adogintoa
frenzy (&)

26 Unpretentious Moris minor
parked in a fashionable
street (6)

27 Support foryoung animal (&4,2)

DOVVN:

1 Foreign investigator has to
turn up earth by eucalypti (7)

2 Thecrazy man | see has upset

many (5)

3 Objecttoallowing
computers to raise money
forthe church (7)

5 Noduel arranged by public
school (6)

6 Relative's awful rage over
insult (5,4)

7 Freeindeed, yettreated with
scorn (7)

8 Musicthat's not hard onone's
hearing (4,9)

14 Many | turned out and puton
show (9)

16 Reason for mass list of
instructions (7)

18 No longer a problem for a
tell-tale (7)

19 Light fuel user? (3,4)

20 Grabbed by boys, warrant
officer faints (6)

23 Discover and get rid of weeds,
perhaps (3,2)
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Very easy: %

Solution on Monday

HOW TO PLAY

Fill in the grid so that every row, every column
and every 3x3 box contains the digits1to 9

SOLUTION TO # 3015
3[1]7]9]|6|2]4]|5|8
8|5|614[7[3]9]2]1
4(21915|8[117]3]6
9[(3|5]2]|1]|4]8|6]|7
6[7]|4]3|5[8]1]|9]2
2({8|1]16|9[7]3]|4]|5
11413]8|2|6]5(7]|9
719]12]1]4[5]6(8]|3
5(6|1817]3[9]12]1]4




L4 APRIL 2020

hegreat Christian Dior once
said, “You can never take too
much care over the choice of
yourshoes.” It’sa fair assertion
—shoes, arguably, makeup the
most vital component of any wardrobe,
often more important than the clothes
themselves. But what if, in spite of your
exquisite taste and impeccable eye for
detail, theright pair forever eludes you?
Whatif nothing matchesyour sensibilities?

For many years, Abhishek Chopraand
Sagar Sarin stared at the same problem
before comingup with arather extreme
solution: founding their own shoe
company. “What we realised was that
there were anumber of international
brandsselling decent products, butnone
ofthem had that ‘wow’ factor. We were
desperate tochange that,” says Chopra,
aJalandhar boywho once performed
marketing roles for companiesinIndiaas
well asthe UK, the most recent of which
was at Philip Morris.

The questto find theirkind of footwear
saw the launch of Churchill & Company
in December 2015, ahomegrown
shoelabel focused on offering
contemporary, versatile
designs that promised to
blurthelinesbetween
formal and informal. “For
someyears now, Indian
men have been wanting
more modern-looking
shoes, but bigcompanies have
failed torecognise that. That’s
where we comein,” says Chopra.

Churchill &Companyisamong
astringofnewbrandstryingtofill that
“gap”. Nishant Kanodia, forinstance,
couldn’t find anythingto hislikingonce he
returned to India afterlivingin London for
15years. Inspired by the neat, minimalistic
approach of Scandinavian shoemaking,
Kanodiastarted Sko— Danish forshoe —in
2018. “The Scandinavian region is known for
itscleanyet colourful designs.Iwanted to
incorporate some of thataestheticintomy
shoes, and Iwas pleasantly surprised by the
kind of responseIgot,” says Kanodia.

That his family hasbeen manufacturing
shoesforthelast 30 years helped. In orderto
fine-tune hisskills, Kanodiatookacoursein
shoe handcraftingat Carréducker, a
prestigious bespoke shoemaking school in

Brogues
(X6,000)
London. Twoyearslater, Sko
isalready an established online

brand, sellingalimited but elegant mix of
sandals, loafers, mules and sneakers, all
priced roughly between 32,000 and %9,000.
Kanodia, 38, says that his objective isto
bringouta20-to25-style collection every
three months, somethingthat hasbeen
made possible by Sko’simpressive in-house
capabilities. Only the raw materials are
sourced from Italy —everythingelse, from
conceptualising the design torolling out the
finished article, happensin Mumbai. “Com-
pared tootherbrands, this allows ustoreact
quickertochangingtrends,” says Kanodia.

THE GOOD LIFE

Business Standard WEEKEND o

¥ (From top) Black
Burano Slip-Ons
by MonKkstory
(X3,690); Sko’s Bari
Tan Tassel Loafers
(X5,500) and Berlin

(Left) Iceman:
Tan Work Boots
(X6,999) and
(right) Ivy: Brown
Tasselled Loafers
(X6,499) by
Churchill &
Company

. Sole
y therapy

A small, exclusive set of
homegrown shoe labels is
changing the way men are

dressing up their feet,
finds Dhruv Munjal

Imperia
Ultra Luxury
Black Mojri in
gold and red by
Monkstory
(X3,690)

Intermsofwhat’sinvogue, it'sthe
younger generation leading the way.
Once known to not putenough thought
intotheir footwear, Indian men, thanks
togreater exposure tointernational
trends through social media, are now
embracingstylish cuts, colours and designs.
That’s perhapsareason why theshoesinall
these online stores are never bunched toge-
ther, but carefully categorised as oxfords,
brogues, derbies, monkstraps,and soon.

“Customers — particularly the younger
lot — are prioritising design more than
ever,” says Abhinandan Jain, co-founder at
Monkstory, aChennai-based label thatonly
makes shoes from vegan, or synthetic,
leather. “Youngsterstoday need a different
pair for each occasion, and there was no
brand offering good-looking, vegan
footwear in the¥2,000t033,000 range.
Sowesaw amarketthere,” adds Jain.

Jainlaunched Monkstory with
school friend Nilesh Jain around four
yearsago. Thetwoopted forthe
somewhat puzzling name because
they saw all prospective customers as monks
—peoplewillingtoabandon products made
from animal hide and adopting cruelty-free
fashion. “Somestill view syntheticleather as
‘cheap’,whichisn’ttrue. That’swhy luxury
andvegan fashionisadifficultbalanceinthe
Indian market,” feels Jain. “But atthe same
time, we are offering designs that were once
only available at Guccior Louis Vuitton.”

Alower price point hasbeen a major

driver of success for these brands. Mikhil

Mehradecided toventureinto footwear

with Pellé Santino — a part of The Dapper

Man, anumbrellabrand thatalso offers
ties, cufflinks and bracelets — in early 2016
afterrealising that hisshoe preferences were
eithertoo expensive or of shoddybuild.
With Pellé Santino, Mehra is making sure
thatbuyingshoesisanexperienceinitself —
onethatdoesn’t hurt your pocket. Mehra’sis
already aspectacular success story — Pellé
Santinosells1,500-2,000 pairsamonth,
with the likes of Nawazuddin Siddiqui,
Ayushmann Khurranaand Diljit Dosanjh
endorsingits products.

The affordability, however, doesn’t
necessarily mean inferior quality. At
Churchill & Company, Chopra and Sarin
claimthatall their shoe designs come from
the once-famous shoemaking town of
Northampton in England, and then put

Brown
Wholecut
Oxfords by The
Dapper Man-
Pellé Santino
(%5,599)
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‘SCANDINAVIA IS KNOWN
FOR ITS CLEAN YET COLOURFUL
DESIGNS. | WANTED TO
INCORPORATE SOME OF THAT
AESTHETIC INTO MY SHOES'

NISHANT KANODIA

Founder, Sko

‘SOON, WE'LL BE LAUNCHING
A ‘GOODYEAR-WELTED'
COLLECTION, WHICH IS THE
FINEST FORM OF SHOE
CRAFTSMANSHIP’

MIKHIL MEHRA

Founder, The Dapper Man-Pellé Santino

through a manufacturing process that
involves 252 different steps. They have even
added atouch of moderntechnologytotheir
craftsmanship —their trademarked
Softherapy promises asofter foot strike
around the midsole. The response hasbeen
encouraging: Churchillis currently shipping
out5,000 pairseveryyear.

Overat Pellé Santino, Mehraissetto
introduce a “Goodyear welted” —shoes
crafted witha costly technique that allows
thesolestobereplaced —collectioninthe
next few weeks. “Thisisthe finest form of
craftsmanship,and we hopetomakeareal
markwith this. Plus, we will surprise alot of
people with the price we’ll be offering the
collectionat,” says Mehra.

CINEPHILE FILES

RANJITA GANESAN

Homeward
bound

eetu Mohandas’s debut feature, Liar’s Dice
G (2013), was dedicated to the “vast multi-

tude of nameless people who are recog-
nised only as a mere statistic”. One migrant work-
er, who goes missing from the big city, forms the
subject of the search in her film. And while he is
given aname, Harud, he remains faceless. Instead,
Mohandas shows us the longing, uncertainty and
anxiety that mark the lives of the ones he leaves
behind — his wife Kamala (Geetanjali Thapa) and
three-year-old daughter Manya.

Everything that the viewer knows about
Harud and his life, which amounts to very little,
is pieced together from Kamala’s endeavour to
retrace his steps. From their beauteous but
unpromising village in Himachal Pradesh, she
sets off to Shimla, where she had believed he
worked, and then to Delhi, where she learns he
had moved. Nothing about her rescue mission,
and as such her husband’s original journey, looks
easy. The burden of walking for hours makes her
collapse. Every bus ride, train ticket and hotel
stay is a conclusive hit to the savings.

Why do migrant workers stay hidden in plain
sight? Despite moving from impoverished vil-
lages to help fulfil the cities’ ever-growing need for
people who can make their buildings and roads,
any real integration remains unavailable to them.
How neglected the city makes its workers feel
was evidenced unequivocally in their recent mass
exits after pandemic-related lockdowns put them
out of work. Distancing, which is inflicted on this
section of people round the year in India, was
expected of them even as they desperately set
out homeward on foot.

A still from Liar’s Dice

In addressing the concerns of migrants, the
Kerala government appeared the most active,
releasing information in multiple languages and
referring to them as atithi thozhilalikal or “guest
workers”. The intention seems well-placed,
although nobody is really a guest when the
Constitution guarantees its citizens freedom of
movement. The migrant question has been con-
sidered in cinema narratives of that state. Actor
Mammootty, who portrayed the trials of an expa-
triate Keralite worker in the Gulf in Pathemari
(2015), had also played an exploited Tamil migrant
in Thrissur who irons clothes for a living in
Karutha Pakshikal (2006).

The same nomenclature, “guest worker” (or
gastarbeiter), was used in European countries.
German cinema of the 1970s has examples of films
essaying the inhospitable treatment actually met-
ed out to this workforce. There is Ali: Fear Eats the
Soul (1974), about a Moroccan car mechanic who
develops an unlikely relationship with a much
older German cleaner, formerly a Nazi. Rainer
Werner Fassbinder, with typical flair, makes this
love story a receptacle for details about the emi-
grant experience — separation from home, ardu-
ous work, poor sleep, chronic stress.

“Ali” (E1 Hedi ben Salem), whose real name is
too long for anyone to remember, is drawn to Emmi
(Brigitte Mira), who offers him room and food and
warm questions. To Emmi’s neighbours and col-
leagues, Ali is little more than a “filthy foreigner”,
and to his friends, she is nothing but an “old
woman”. Yet his profound alienation rhymes per-
fectly with her unutterable loneliness. In a deeply
racialised society, their unhesitating marriage
becomes strained by the prejudice of others. “Better
not think too much. Think much, cry much,” he
says to her in broken German at one point.

Much less emphatic in style is Sohrab Shahid
Saless, whose Far from Home, an account of
migrant life, is advanced through slow, patient
long shots. One shows the protagonist Hussein
(the exceptional Parviz Sayyad), a Turkish work-
er, emerging from a rail station and walking
towards the sprawling Berlin cityscape until he
turns into a small speck. It establishes the city’s
tendency to invisibilise the likes of Hussein.
Shahid Saless, an Iranian filming in Germany on
temporary work permits, began calling himself a
gastarbeiter too.

Beyond the workers’ labour, these films ven-
tured to underline their personhood — their ideas,
habits, sexual appetites, fears, and capacity for
feeling. The Swiss novelist Max Frisch had told it
like it is: “We asked for workers, we got people
instead.” That clinical cruelty in modern societies’
behaviour with migrants continues.

ranjita.ganesan@bsmail.in




@ Business Standard WEEKEND

4 APRIL 2020

AND ANOTHER THING

.

bangingand clanging and clapping.

A few hundred thousand of us can work
from home, collecting tens of thousands —
some hundreds of thousands of rupees — a
month for switching on our computers and
making calls. For millions, this is not
possible. Itisimpossible for the daily wage
worker, the labourer, the construction worker
to WFH, as we have begun to know it. It is not

in the hands of the government in times such
asthese? And if not, why do we expect that
the poor would? The Indian state is weak and
lacks capacity. We can speculate about this.
But the poor are the ones who actually
encounter it and know and have experienced
itsweaknesses and incompetence.

Forus, the factthat MGNREGA wages are not
paid ordelayed isanewsitem. Orthat rations are

possible even for the self-employed, the
carpenter, plumber and
electrician, who must work on
someone else’s property and for
that reason must travel.

Why isitimportant forthemto
work?Itisbecauseifthey donot
work, they donoteat. Thatis what
dailywage work means. It may or
may not surprise readers to know
that 50 per cent of the income of the
average Indianisspent on food.
And giventhatincomesare
disproportionately skewed in India

AAKAR PATEL

Twitter) has created an artwork that best

represents how India has responded to
thelockdown called by the Union government.
Itisapainted in sombre colours, and shows a
few people standingin balconies, applauding
and clanging vessels. They are in buildings that
face one another. They are in groups of two or
three perbalcony.

Between the buildings, on the road below,
thereisalongand densely packed mass of
people walking. They are carryingloads on their
heads, including children. Their clothes are
stained and faded into colourlessness. The sky
isopen above them. The people on the balcony
are shown with facial features. The people on
theroad have no faces. Asmall caption in Tamil
reads: “Social distancing”.

Thisisindeed how India has responded to
what hasbeen inflicted on it by decision-
makers. The so-called middle class (so-called
becauseitis middle class only by global
standards; in comparison to the poverty and
destitution of India, itis actually awealthy
minority) was enthusiastic mostabout the
sounds it was to make in celebration of the
three-week staycation. It was cruelty torevelin
and salute the infliction of traumaonthe
majority, but that is precisely what we did in

T heartist Hasif Khan (@hasifkhan on

imagined what proportion of herincome the
median Indian spends. Perhaps 60 or 70 per
cent,oreven more.

Itisthis group of people who took to the

the Supreme Court earlier this week, and are
number is accurate and heaven alone knows

tosomedistant place.

The question is why they left in the first
place.Itisbecause in times of uncertainty
they will head towards a sanctuary. Their
village and the people they know and trust.

Would we in the
upper class place
ourselves in the
hands of the
government in
times such as these?

Indian state is weak
and lacks capacity

towardsthetop10 per centorless, itcanonly be

roads the moment the government announced
athree-weeklockdown and the ending of their
employment. More than 600,000 people have
been taken offthe roads, the government said to
being housed in shelters. We have noideaifthis

how many are still on the road making their way

Would we in the upper class place ourselves

denied because of mismatched fingerprints
linked to Aadhaar. For millions of
peopleitisalived reality anditis
somethingthat happenstothem. It
isnotrealistic toexpectthemto

livesand those of their children are
atimmediate stake, asthey were on

And if not, why do Tuesday night when that
we expect that the announcement was made toshut
poor would? The Indiadown.

We were given four days to get
ready tocreate cacophonyat5pm
two weeks ago. The poor were

what was to come for the next three weeks.
Thejournalist Barkha Duttencountered a

child and hiswife theirbelongings. Her tweet
read: “ImetKrishnaashecarried his

Hiswife Poonam carried theirlife’sbelongings.

kmsjourney. Theysaid: ‘Nothanks, we have
some already.’ That’sthe dignity of our poor.”
Another tweet spoke of 50 Adivasilabourers
and theirfamiliesin Maharashtraontheroadto
nowhere. Their contractor had switched offhis
phonesand they were finding it difficult to get
evenwater fromthevillages. And mind you, all
of thisisjusttheimmediate trauma. The agony
of howtosurvivetill April 14 and in the months

have faith in such a state when their

given four hours, and that too at 8 pm, meaning
that they were given no time at all to prepare for

family of three on the road. The man carried their

5-year-old son on hishead, he was walking to MP.

Volunteersstopped to offer food & water fora700

Virulent times for faceless millions

beyond will also weigh on the minds of those
who have been abruptly put out of work.

India’s informal workers are 90 per cent of
thelabour force. In the non-farm sector, this
number is 83 per cent of the total, meaning that
only 17 per cent of those working in the non-
farm economy — industry, services,
government and all of it together —draw a
regular salary. The rest work without written
contracts. As many as136 million workers have
been made vulnerable because of this lockdown
and whatisto come because of it.

Eventheorganised sector, meaning people
employed in blue-collarjobs with security, will
suffer. Areportin Mint said that nine million
jobswere likely to beimmediately reduced
acrossthe manufacturing clusters of textiles,
capital goods, cement, food products, metals,

plastics, rubber and electronics. Manpower cuts
inthe automotive industry had already started
last quarter owingto falling sales.

Thisisthe spectre of what is to come. This
nation of poor is going through and will
continue to go through extreme trauma, both
because of this virus and because of the
actions taken to fight it. The virus seems
unavoidable. The numbers in Hubei, New
York, Spain, Italy and elsewhere show that
there is no chance of stopping it from
spreading. It will infect many and perhaps
even most of us, but its relatively low rate of
mortality means that few of us will die from it.

If we can accept that reality, we might be able
tomitigate what we are doing deliberately that is
negatively, violently and traumatisingly
disrupting the lives of hundreds of millions.

PEOPLE

Dramatic defiance

While the pandemic disrupts the India release of Sir,
actor Tillotama Shome talks to Ranjita Ganesan
about her twenty years in the charmed world of
independent cinema

wo significant things happened in

Tillotama Shome’s first year in

college. She watched Piyush

Mishra’s one-man play, an

adaptation of Whatever Happened
to Betty Lemon. The performance drew her to the
excitement of the stage, so removed from her
own existence as adiffident English literature
student with a stammer. “I felt a sense of magic,
and asense of distance —thatIcould never do
this.” The same year, she had also encountered a
Buddhistidea of the human mind possessing
limitless potential, which she was keen on
testing before accepting. “SoItookon
something thatIdidn’t have a natural
propensity for.”

Itled toashift that Shome describes as
“psychosomatic and physical”. On stage, she
found herself flowing through space and time in
ways that even changed her body. “The
stammer kind of disappeared.” This did not take
place overnight, however. After college, she
spentayear with Delhi’s Asmita Theatre Group,
from which the likes of Shilpa Shukla and
Deepak Dobriyal too emerged. “It was a year of
failing,” she says. Her finite Hindi vocabulary,
“English-medium” education, and the
influence her mother tongue Bengali had over
pronunciation became a source of merriment
for some fellow actors. At home, the young actor
would read aloud Hindi texts for two hours
daily, a practice she still follows. The effort paid
off when she landed the part of the housekeeper
Alice in Mira Nair’s Monsoon Wedding (2001).

That was twenty years ago. Shome
reminisced about these incidents over the
phone, just after the India release of her most
recent film Sir— already among the highest-
grossing Indian films in France — was
postponed as the country locked down. She
excused herself from the conversation for a few
minutes because residents in the Yari Road
building where she lives in Mumbai were
discussing how they would deal with the
lockdown. It was decided that each family would
take turns cooking meals for the staffand
cleaning the common
areas. Such asense of
community is familiar to
the actor from her years
growing up in colonies of
thearmed forces where, ifa
child was hurt, they would
wash up at whichever home
was nearest.

Shome’s father wasin the
AirForce and they shifted
citieswith every new
posting, living foratime in
Kolkata, Barrackpore,
Bengaluruand aless-
troubled Kashmirinthe

1980s. Films had not been a big part of that
milieu. There were some hours of Doordarshan
every week — the Japanese drama Oshin, a
docuseries on the gymnast Nadia Comaneci’s
life, Pierce Brosnan in and as the special detective
Remington Steele. A Sunday tradition of going out
for movies and ice cream only started when she
and her brother were alittle older. She was more
bookworm than aspiring thespian.

Soinseveral ways, dramabecame “an act of
defiance”. Its transformative effects convinced
her toleave for New York University where she
studied drama therapy on ascholarship, an
academic break many would have hesitated to
take right after their first film. But her course
was headed by Chris Vine whose classes she
would have signed up for “even if he was
teaching under abanyan tree”. While the stintin
Delhitheatre had prepared her for acting, all
her classmates possessed that skill plus an
understanding of ballet, burlesque and
numerous musical instruments. Shome made
up for what she lacked in training with hard
work and osmosis. “Every day I feltlike I failed,”
sherecalls. “But when I came out of it  realised
how muchIhad absorbed like a sponge.”

When she returned to India a decade later,
her auditions for films were more seasoned. By
then, she had learnt things like employing
songs to adjust to particular scenes and
topographies. She had also learnt while
teaching educational dramawith Chris Vine’s
team in the prisons, shelter homes and “metal-
detector schools” in distressed
neighbourhoods of the United States. Shome
knew cinema was her medium when she faced
Declan Quinn’s camera under Mira Nair’s gaze
for Monsoon Wedding. The privacy which its
invisible fourth wall allowed appealed far more
than the adrenaline rush of performinglive.

SHOME KNEW CINEMA WAS HER MEDIUM WHEN
SHE FACED DECLAN QUINN’S CAMERA UNDER
MIRA NAIR’S GAZEFOR MONSOON WEDDING

The most demanding role was in 2013’s Qissa:
The Tale of a Lonely Ghost, Anup Singh’s
sinister Punjabi period drama about a patriarch
so desperate for amale heir he forcibly raises
his fourth daughterasason.

A few moments in that work are indelible.
Shome, playing Kanwar, the young girl-boy,
watches in grief-stricken anger as her father,
played by Irrfan Khan, tries to force himself on
Kanwar’s new bride. Kanwar then brings out a
gun and shoots him. “I panicked because I
could not find the right emotion. What makes
someone rape? What do you feel if your own
father does that?” She prepared for the scene,
on Singh’s cryptic instructions, by focusing on
aleafon anearbybanyan tree. “When the leaf
fell from the tree, that became an emblem of
my relationship with my father. It cut away
from the source physically, which was a
liberation but also a death sentence.”

Much of Shome’s work remains under-
watched. There were periods of unemployment
and unsuccessful auditions with bigger, more
conventional production houses. This bothered
heruntil Irrfan, with whom she has shared the
screen frequently, snapped her out of it with a
remark: “Don’t be such a Meena Kumari (code
for ‘tragedy queen’).” She determined then to
not beresentful and to fill her day instead with
other things — reading 300 pages in onesitting,
swimming for an hour, picking out ingredients,
cooking one meal daily. So when the offers
trickled in again, she was able to evaluate them
by asking: “Would working in this film be better
thanthedayIam having?”

This approach has made her part of several
ambitious, layered films, which often cast
Shome as someone from deprived sections of
society. Shome is utterly self-aware. She
prefaces any discussion about films where she
has portrayed the disenfranchised with a
reference to her own position of relative
privilege. The most recent was her turn in Sir as
Ratna, adomestic worker whose employer falls
in love with her. Rohena Gera directs the film
with a delicate nuance that has so far been
tellingly absent in such themes. When the actor
went on the Internet to look up relationships
between maids and
bosses, the hits were all
for pornography. She
felt comfortable
acceptingtherole
when Gera explained
Ratna’s “innate dignity
which she never loses no matter how
undignifying the situation”.

In the last few years, Shome has essayed
more diverse parts. She played the languid
Anglo-Indian Bonnie in Konkona Sen Sharma’s
painstaking debut Death in the Gunj(2016).In
the commercial comedy Hindi Medium (2017),
she became a snooty education consultant who
effortlessly breaks into German. The producers
invited her to be part of the recent sequel
Angrezi Medium (2020). With those two films, in
another act of defiance, the “English-medium”
actor ofindependent movies showed that she
could fitinto Hindi-language films in the
mainstream too.



