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MY VIEW   |  PARALLAX VIEW

MY VIEW   |  MODERN TIMES

O
ne day a billionaire walked into a
meeting of journalists. He guessed,
correctly, that we were talking

“something negative” and that we were, as
usual, plotting the downfall of the govern-
ment and the powerful. He then said, “Ban-
iye ki moochh hamesha neeche hoti hai.” For
those who don’t follow Hindi, an English
translation will have no meaning. He’s not of
the Baniya caste; he was using the word figu-
ratively to denote India’s business class. And
what he meant was that merchants are by
nature more practical than courageous; that
they never antagonize the powerful. 

There is a general perception that the
whole business spectrum, which includes
industrialists, entrepreneurs, merchants
and salaried executives, is given to being
pragmatic instead of idealistic, amiable with
authority instead of being confrontational,
and compliant instead of being bold. This is
why in the past few days, Tanishq, a Tata-
owned jewellery brand, received much
understanding, even sympathy, from per-

league and a retired police officer we’d 
hired as muscle for such situations, set 
off for his village in Howrah district.

On the main village road, a young 
man on a rickshaw with a megaphone 
was announcing an upcoming jatra (a 
traditional Bengali theatre form usually 
enacted in the open) by a renowned 
Calcutta troupe. We went to the nearest 
tea stall and asked for directions to our 
customer’s house. Immediately, a man 
got up and asked who we were. We 
named our company. He asked us to 
come with him. On the way out, he said 
something to the jatra promoter on the 
rickshaw. This was worrying. In our 
business, in such situations, one needed 
to be alert—we were after all aliens here 
and the community could get hostile. 
But there was nothing we could do now.

“I am Prakash’s brother,” said our 
guide. As we walked, he told us casually 
that he had a small shop, but because he 
worked for an opposition party, it had 
been burnt down some months ago by 
thugs from the ruling party. This was 
apparently common, but as a result, he 
now had no income.

We reached a recently-built house 
where the walls didn’t have a single coat 
of paint on them. s parents welcomed us 
graciously and seated us in the small 
living room. His father then explained 
how utterly unexpected events had 
changed the family’s fortunes in the last 
few months. His elder son’s shop was 
gone; s factory had shut, and his wife, 
whose job at the school had been a tem-
porary one, had lost it because she was 
expecting; the father had retired six 
months back, but since he had been an 
honest man and never allowed anyone 
around him to take bribes, the clerks in 
his department were now exacting 
revenge by holding up his provident 
fund and pension—and all his savings 
had gone into building this house. 
There was no money left to paint 
the walls.

Then we saw the jatra rickshaw man
flit past our door. A minute later, he 
appeared, and introduced himself as 

Das. We explained that we needed the 
money right now, with penal interest. 
“Give me three days,” he said. “I’m 
organizing this jatra on Wednesday 
night, and the response is good. If it 
doesn’t rain, and the event goes 
through, I hope to make a profit of 
4,000. You’ll have your money.”
There was a whisper at the door. We

saw a pregnant young woman, half-
hidden by the curtains, beckoning to 
our customer. He got up, his mother 
came in, and three plates with a sandesh, 
a rosogolla and a samosa on each were 
placed before us. So that’s what the 
brother had told our man on the 
street—to buy sweets for us. Deeply 
uncomfortable, I said: “You shouldn’t 
spend money on us.” s mother smiled 
and replied: “You are guests and you 
have come a long way. We can’t let you 
go without having something.” The 
policeman muttered: “They’ve already 
spent the money, sir. Eat up.” We ate. 

As we were being seen off by the men,
I said: “Till Thursday noon. Otherwise 
we come and take the bike.” The father 
said: “Sir, there’s a difference between 
you coming and taking the bike away 
and my son coming to your office and 
handing it over. On Thursday, I promise 
you that he will come to your office 
either with the money or the bike.” I 
knew I could trust his word.

I had never worried about the 
weather as much as I did that Wednes-
day, scanning the sky frequently for 
rain clouds. But it didn’t rain, and the 
brother came the next morning and 
paid up the dues with a bundle of soiled 
notes. Soon after this, I left the company 
and the city. A year later, on holiday in 
Calcutta, over an evening drink with an 
ex-colleague, I asked what had hap-
pened to the case. “Oh, he couldn’t pay,” 
he said indifferently. “We went and 
seized his bike.” 

The events that ruined the family 
were totally unexpected. I wonder how 
many hundreds of thousands of people 
this out-of-the-blue virus has created. 
Their stories will never be told. 

S
ay the virus has got you fired or
shut down your business, and
besides your bare necessities, you

also have an equated monthly instal-
ment (EMI) to pay. The moratorium on 
loans is over, and you have to pay inter-
est on the EMIs postponed. So you 
actually need to pay more, though you 
still earn nothing. It’s not uncommon.

Thirty years ago, I worked in the con-
sumer finance business of a giant multi-
national. We financed everything from 
TV sets to trucks. With no electronic 
fund transfer system, we collected post-
dated cheques from the debtor to cover 
the loan period. As the manager for 
three east Indian states, I was on the 
front line, both approving loans and 
collecting from defaulters. After all, 
the sale of a loan is incomplete until 
the lender gets his money back with 
interest.

Prakash Das had bought a motorcycle
with a loan from us. He had been an 
ideal debtor for 18 months, and then he 
began defaulting. The EMI was 526, 
and four consecutive cheques had 
bounced. We checked the documents 
he had submitted when applying for the 
loan. His family’s financial health 
seemed to be fine: He worked in a jute 
mill, his wife in a government school, 
and his father in the state government. 
It was time to go meet him and, if neces-
sary, seize the motorcycle. So one Sun-
day, a small posse—me, a junior col-

The countless untold stories of 
lives sent haywire by the virus

We may never hear of the struggle for survival that hundreds of thousands face after covid struck

SANDIPAN DEB
is a former editor of ‘Financial Express’, and 

founder-editor of ‘Open’ and ‘Swarajya’ 

magazines

B
usinesses in diverse fields and of
various sizes have been left gasp-
ing by covid-19, but some have
either forged ahead or rocked on
as demand swelled for their wares
and/or services under our corona

siege. That business fortunes would split was 
clear all along the ascent of our big infection 
wave, but would profit gaps leave us agape? 
Would capital, if not capitalism, get shaken 
up? Answers may slowly have begun to sur-
face. Take India’s infotech results after 0s and 
1s turned into virtual life support for most of 
the webbed world, a positive demand shock 
for digital gigs everywhere. A glance at the 
numbers of our top players would show that 
they are not just surviving the pandemic, they 
are thriving under it. Last week, Tata Consult-
ancy Services (TCS), India’s largest software 
exporter, posted a quarterly net profit of 
7,475 crore, not a peak but about 6.7% higher 

than its June quarter, on revenues of 40,135 
crore, up 4.7%. Its close rival Infosys scaled 
new highs with its net profit up 14.4% to 
4,845 crore on sales of 24,570 crore, up 

3.8%. HCL Tech’s figures for the second 
quarter of 2020-21 were robust, too, with 
Wipro not far behind. In dollar terms, their 
performance looked brighter still. This is not 
like the tech booms of yore, but impressive for 
the times. They outdid forecasts on most 
counts, and their prospects look upbeat. 

With India’s corona curve now seen to be on
a descent, e-commerce exuberance could well 
be the story of this year’s third quarter. Covid 
has nudged shoppers online globally. The 
US-based retailer Amazon Inc, which saw its 
sequential sales jump almost 18% during the 
June quarter of 2020 to nearly $89 billion, 

expects to add 50% more capacity across the 
world this year. A pre-pandemic digital shift 
has got magnified, evidently, be it how people 
live or work. In the words of TCS chief Rajesh 
Gopinathan, “What we are witnessing right 
now is the start of the first phase of a multi-year 
technology transformation cycle.” Like their 
global peers, Indian firms have also found they 
need to invest heavily in technology to get 
their operations up to speed. Even if we escape 
another wave of the pandemic, there would be 
no getting away from a rising dependence on 
automation. All this suggests that the arena of 
business may come to be dominated by enter-
prises of the Information Age in ways we have 
not seen so far.

While that has indeed been happening for 
years, the two-speed economy it would now 
throw up could also widen inequality in a 
country that has a socio-economic pyramid 
that is already too steep. A big bulge of Indians 
derive their livelihood from sectors fraught 
with uncertainty and turbulence. According 
to a McKinsey Global Institute report, India 
must achieve a recovery in manufacturing 
and construction for our economy to regain a 
trajectory of rapid growth and generate jobs at 
the scale we need. Capital needs dispersal for 
it to uplift Indian lives. If earning gaps are not 
adequately addressed right now, India risks 
getting caught in a “middle-income trap” all 
too prematurely. A small tech-savvy elite may 
discover there is just not enough money to 
go around at lower slabs of the pyramid for 
demand to swell at a pace that justifies our 
global tag as an emerging market. To save 
mass consumption from stagnation, revive 
investment, and aim high again, we urgently 
need another burst of broad reforms. 

Our digital leap forward 
and a snare to beware

As Information Age companies zoom ahead while most others languish under a covid cloud, 

India would need to ensure that earning gaps don’t result in stagnant mass-market demand 
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I t’s becoming an
insidious trend: First,

India’s environment
ministry issues
clearances that, perhaps,
should not have been
issued in the first place to
giant industrial projects.
Protests ensue even as
the company behind
the project starts work.
Then, several months,
even years down the line,
a panel appointed by the
ministry recommends
scrapping the clearances
and the ministry obliges.
It’s not the best message
a country seeking foreign
investment can send to
investors. And it’s simply
not fair to the companies
involved. This newspaper
is all for protecting the
environment and people
living in environmentally
sensitive areas, but given
that the clearances were
issued by the government
in the first place, the
state should, if it wants
to scrap these clearances,
consider something
radical—like
compensating firms
affected by its
cleared-not-cleared
vacillation. That’ll
be a good message.

QUI CK EDI T

Payingfor
vacillation

Mint is also a vailable f or R5.50 with 

Hindustan T imes under a c ombo off er

GREEN TROUBLE

Panel’sreport puts
Poscoplant inperil

BY ASI T RANJAN M ISHRA &

AM AN M ALIK

·························
NEW DELHI

T
he majority view of a
high-level government
panel has, claiming viola-

tions of forest laws, recom-
mended cancellation of the en-
vironment clearances for Po-
sco’s 16-million-tonne steel
project located in coastal Orissa.

If the environment ministry
goes along with the panel’s
view, then it could potentially
jeopardize the project that en-
tails a foreign direct invest-
ment (FDI) of $12 billion
(` 53,160 crore), the single
largest in the country.

“ I have not taken any view
on the matter and will wait for
the findings of the committee
(forest advisory committee),
environment minister Jairam
Ramesh said. The forest advi-
sory committee is scheduled to
meet on 25 October.

“The matter is now with the
environment ministry and we
will wait for their decision,”
said Vikash Sharan, vice-presi-
dent (corporate affairs), Posco.

Three out of a four-member
committee set up by the envi-
ronment ministry recommend-
ed on Monday the ministry
cancel environment clearances
as the state government had vi-
olated implementation of the
Forest Rights Act. Five years af-
ter Posco and Orissa govern-
ment signed a deal, the com-
mittee wanted the entire envi-
ronmental clearance exercise
to be done afresh.

Monday’s report came at a
time when FDI into India has
begun to shrink. In the April-
July period, FDI shrank 28%
on-year to record $7.59 billion.

The head of the committee,
Meena Gupta, who disagreed
with the other three members,
recommended extra condi-
tions could be imposed to mit-
igate the environmental im-
pact of the project, but said
that assessing compliance at
this moment was premature as
Posco has not yet been given
the land to start construction.

The Posco Pratirodh San-
gram Samiti, the activist group
opposing the project, wel-
comed the majority view of the
panel and maintained that it
was “completely illegal” . “We
were expecting Mrs Gupta to
have a different point of view
as the project got clearance in
2007 when she was the secre-
tary at the environment minis-
try,” Prashant Paikray, spokes-
person for the group, said.

Mint could not reach Gupta
for a comment.

“The tussle is between the
state and the Central govern-
ment on procedural issues. We
are getting impacted due to
this, but what can we do?” a
Posco official based in Orissa
said on condition of anonymi-
ty.

The four-member committee
was formed by the environ-
ment ministry on 28 July to
check the state of implementa-
tion of forest laws around the
proposed project site. In De-
cember 2009, the environment
ministry had cleared the proj-
ect’s forest clearance with an
extra condition that rights of
forest dwellers should be set-
tled before the project started.

Posco requires 4,004 acres of
land. Out of that, 3,568 acres
belong to the state govern-
ment, of which 2,954 acres is
forest land. The majority view
of the panel said that the envi-
ronmental impact study was
not carried out for the entire
16-million-tonne steel project,
which includes a port and a
township.

Posco planned to develop
the project in three phases,
with the first phase of four mil-
lion tonnes to start running by
end-2011. The rest of the proj-
ect was to be ready by 2016.

Unlike the case of Vedanta
Aluminium Ltd, where the en-
vironment ministry rejected
bauxite mining rights in Oris-
sa, the Posco project has not
yet started. The construction
of the Vedanta project was al-
most complete.

asit.m@livemint.com
PTI contributed to this story.

Majorityviewfavours
quashing environmental
clearances; state
government violated
forest laws, report says

THE NEWS
A majorit y on a go vernment commit tee wants environment clear ance for 
the Posco steel project in Oris sa scrapped.

THE BACKGROUND
The Orissa government has certified the en vironment clearance process 
and the Centre gave its appr oval last December. A f our-member 
commit tee was set up t o verify the clear ance process.

THE IMPLICA TION
India's single lar gest foreign direct investment project is in jeopar dy.

Multiple pressures: A file photo of Posco Pratirodh Sangram Samiti
activists protesting against thePosco steel plant in Balitutha, Orissa.
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>MARK TOMARKET:Robust engineering
businessboostsL&T’sperformance >P18

ALSOSEE

L&Tnet profit
up32%driven
byengineering,
constructionbiz
BY JOEL REBELLO

joel.r@livemint.com
·························
MUMBAI

Larsen and Toubro Ltd
(L&T) on Monday an-

nounced a 32% rise in net prof-
it for the quarter ended Sep-
tember at ` 765 crore on an
18% revenue growth.

Net profit at India’s largest
engineering and construction
company by sales included a
` 70.84 crore income the firm
earned by selling a part of its
stake in Satyam Computer
Services Ltd during the quar-
ter.

Chief financial officer Y.M.
Deosthalee attributed the
earnings growth to a 19% rise
in engineering and construc-
tion (E&C) revenues and im-
provement in the pace of proj-
ect execution.

E&C activities account for
around 80% of the company’s
business. Its other businesses
are electrical, power and hy-
drocarbon.

“Most of this growth comes
from the order book in the be-
ginning of the year. Engineer-

TURN TOPAGE 2®

Biocon, Pfizer
enterdeal
tomarket
biosimilars
B Y PRIYANK A PULLA

priyanka.p1@livemint.com
·························
BANGALORE

I ndia’s largest listed biophar-
maceutical firm Biocon Ltd

forged a strategic deal with
Pfizer Inc. on Monday for
worldwide commercialization
of four insulin products, seek-
ing to address a market worth
a combined $14 bill ion
(` 62,020 crore).

Biocon will receive $200 mil-
lion from the world’s largest
drug maker under the deal that
covers recombinant human in-
sulin, Glargine, Aspart and Lis-
pro.

Biocon will be paid an addi-
tional $150 million on comple-
tion of various milestones such
as regulatory approvals.

“The $200 million will come
to us in the form of $100 mil-
lion upfront, with another $100
million going into an escrow
account to be released over the
period of two years,” said K.N.
Murali Krishnan, president
(group finance) at Bangalore-
based Biocon. “ It will, there-
fore, not reflect in our P&L
(profit and loss) for the next
quarter, although it will appear
in the balance sheet at the end
of the year.”

The combined addressable
market share of these four
products worldwide is about
$14 billion, split into $2.4 bil-
lion for human recombinant
insulin, $5 billion for Glargine,
$3.75 billion for Aspart and
$2.8 billion for Lispro.

Biocon will be responsible
for clinical development, man-
ufacturing, supply and seeking
regulatory approvals for these
biosimilar insulin products.
Pfizer will have exclusive rights
to commercialize the products
globally, except in Germany,
India and Malaysia where Bio-
con already markets these
products, and a number of
other developing countries
where Biocon licensees are
present.

Pfizer and Biocon will share
the rights to commercialize the
products in such countries.

The deal comes in the wake

TURN TOPAGE 2®

Q&A: Infosys’ Shibulal on
new models of engagement >6

MARKETS: Coal India IPOgarners 34%
subscription onthe first day >3

WSJ: Citigroup’s third quarter profit rises
asprovisions decline >27

RAGHURAM RAJAN: On why beggar-thy-
neighbour policies are so destructive >31
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Know ing w hat ’s r ight  
doesn’t  m ean m uch un less 

you do w hat ’s r igh t .

THEODORE ROOSEVELT

is a journalist, and a novelist, 

most recently of ‘Miss Laila, 

Armed And Dangerous’

Freedom of expression is not entirely
about entertainment, nor merely about the
right to offend. In a society where storytel-
ling does not have wide cultural freedom,
where a mob can regulate it by claiming to
be offended, the kind of people who become
powerful are largely useless, even destruc-
tive, to the economy. In India, it is far easier
for someone to get attention by raking up
pointless issues than through ingenious
civic administration. For the same reasons,
it is very easy for mediocre artists and activ-
ists to gain attention, even an international
reputation, by annoying a small mob. 

When the bar is too low for cultural and
activist charlatans to succeed through facile
gimmicks, society as a whole is impover-
ished.

Also, in a world where the successful, the
smart and the happy feel that they have too
much to lose by standing up to bullies, the
very idea of rebellion has been taken over by
the down-and-out and the dejected. Anar-
chy is the day job of people with very little to
lose. Every time a corporation capitulates to
a bully, it not only empowers a small mob of
cultural guardians, it also empowers future
disenchanted foes of capitalism.

And yes, a free society does make better
cinema.

imitators of the West may bloviate about
“institutions’, the fact is they never built any
in the decades that they had tremendous
influence. As a result, there is little that pro-
tects Indians who take cultural risks unlike,
say, American companies and public figures
who have exquisite freedoms. Also, people

who seek freedom of
expression are usually
those who earn their liveli-
hood from expression—so
idealists are just small prac-
tical entrepreneurs like
writers and filmmakers.

Even so, there is a reason
why businesses should
exhibit more cultural guts,
why it is wise for the entire
business community to
resist bullies, and why
entrepreneurs should
behave like artists.

We do not need the
abstraction of morality to do the right thing.
Logic can show what it is. In most situations,
if not all, we indeed know what it is. Often,
there is only one right way, and a million
wrong ways. A single right way is clarity, a
million wrong ways is confusion. Sometimes
idealism is the clarity of the single right way.

of practical retreats. They think that fighting
for what is right at the risk of losses is some-
thing only a certain type of artist, journalist
or activist does. In reality, it is this notion
that is impractical and an affront to the wis-
dom of capitalism. All too often, practicality
is a masquerade for poor analysis.

It is not hard to under-
stand why most people give
corporations a long rope.
Companies have too much
to lose. A small group of
inconsequential people can
harm them in ways that are
disproportionate to their
individual powers. Most
brands gain nothing by
acquiring a controversial
image. Most products are
about happiness and no
company wants to remind
i ts consumers of the
unpleasantness of life. It is
no coincidence that rebellion is the nature of
people in low-paying professions or with low
prospects. This also explains why arts stu-
dents agitate more than engineering stu-
dents, and why sons of poor men are more
likely to rebel against their dads than the
sons of rich men. Also, while India’s refined

haps millions of regular people after it with-
drew a commercial to appease a mob. The
commercial showed a pregnant Hindu
woman in a Muslim household getting along
with an affable Muslim mother-in-law. A
small segment of Hindus objected to the
commercial, claiming to be offended,
though it is not very clear what exactly
offended them, apart from the detail of a
Hindu woman being married to a Muslim
man. You may think there was a semblance
of an argument. All of us do get angry now
and then, and we try to dress it up in “facts”
and other farces. But in this case, there is
nothing worthy of mention. I am certain that
if it was a pregnant Muslim girl in a Hindu
household, there would have been no rage,
though I cannot substantiate this unless
there is another ad with such a plot line. 

In any case, what happened was that even
though Tanishq had done nothing wrong
and it had only made a lame film about
human love, it capitulated to a bunch of
trolls. The brand’s reputation is intact
because corporations and the rest of the
business class appear to have a moral right
not to stand up to bullies. This is a percep-
tion granted by people in general because
those people in general work for corpora-
tions and are acquainted with the usefulness

A practical reason why businesses should resist bullies
MANU JOSEPH

Submitting to 

trolls tends to 

empower not 

just these petty 

troublemakers 

but also foes 

of capitalism
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