
The Edit PageTHE ECONOMIC TIMES

The G20 process was initiated with American leadership, when
President George Bush convened the first gathering of the
world’s 20 largest economies, following the outbreak of the
global financial crisis of 2008. At its 12th summit in Hamburg,
the grouping has effectively decided to move ahead without
American leadership. The leaders pledged to work together
on issues such as terrorism, displacement, poverty, hunger
and health threats, job creation, climate change, energy secu-
rity and inequality. German chancellor Angela Merkel is the
pre-eminent leader of the group now. China has thrown its hat
into the ring. India, however, has the best chance to shine.

The leaders’ declaration notes US withdrawal from the Paris
Agreement on climate change, but reaffir-
ms commitment by the rest to implement
the climate agenda. The G20 declaration
recognised that while globalisation and
technological change have contributed to
driving economic growth and raising li-
ving standards across countries, its bene-
fits have not been widely shared. It is in

this context that G20 leaders decided to address issues such as
resource efficiency, digital transformation and gender equali-
ty. The forum reiterated its commitment to open markets, and
importance of reciprocal and mutually advantageous trade
and investment, while fighting protectionism and unfair tra-
de practices. A key achievement of the German presidency is
the African partnership.

The G20 process is reflection of the dynamic that resolution
of several of today’s global problems call for coordinated ef-
forts by nations, in today’s interdependent world. These range
from terrorism, protectionism in trade, climate change and
resource efficiency, and global pandemics. That process will
continue, with or without the US.

The World Moves On,
Sans US Leadership The current global economic output seems to be distributed more 

evenly than it was two decades ago. Since 1995, the BRICS grouping 
(led by China and India) shows the biggest gain, increasing its share of 
the global economic output from 18% to 31%...

Equal Distribution?

Aldous Huxley
Writer

“Maybe 
this world 
is another 
planet’s 
hell.”

Source: StatistaFigures in %
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MEME’S THE WORD

BRICS: Brazil, Russia, China, India and South Africa
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Steer Clear of Disputes
of the Same Stripe
Earning one’s stripes never comes easy; more so in these liti-
gious times. It was wise, therefore, that the nuns of the Mis-
sionaries of Charity order decided to protect their own blue-
and-white stripes, whose iconic connotation was hard-earn-
ed by their founder, Saint Teresa of Calcutta. That the trade-
mark was granted by the Indian government on the very day
she was canonised last year — though made public only last
week — was befitting too. But it was obviously not a moment
too soon given the legal slugfest currently raging between
Gucci and Forever 21 over the use of blue-red-blue stripes,
arguably just a single colour away from Mother Teresa’s sa-
ree border. And this fashion brands’ dispute echoes another
one raging between two makers of cheerleading uniforms
in the US on whether stripes fall into the category of intrin-
sic utility or design.

Luckily, their utilitarian uniform saree’s three blue stripes
on a white base — registered for textiles, stationery and social
and charitable services — features one broad and two narrow
ones. So, Adidas, the fiercest protector of three equal stripes
in the logosphere, will not dispute it, though it has filed suits
against Forever 21and Marc Jacobs. West Bengal’s Mamata
Banerjee’s preference for the colour combination — sartorial
and political — presumably will not pose a problem either.

Trademarking Mother Teresa’s
blue-on-white saree is a wise step

A major tax reform such as the goods and services tax
(GST) is bound to have teething problems. This was fully
anticipated and taxmen at the state and central levels are
geared up to fix them. What was not anticipated is the in-
troduction of new taxes and levies and new inspections
that would thwart the gains of subsuming most indirect
taxes other than customs duty into GST, except in the case
of those goods and services that have been kept outside
the ambit of the tax for the time being. This must not be
allowed and not only must Maharashtra and Tamil Nadu
that have initiated new levies in the wake of GST reverse
their fiscal impetuousness but the GST Council must
convene to resolve against such self-defeatist moves.

The Constitution vests in state governments the auth-
ority to decide what taxes and levies local bodies such as
municipalities and panchayats would levy, via Article
243H for Panchayats and Article 243X for municipalities.
These articles also authorise states to transfer taxes, col-

lection and grants to local bodies. Ar-
ticles 243I and 243Y ask the states to set
up five-yearly finance commissions to
determine how much of their revenu-
es would be devolved to and amongst
local bodies. These provisions fix ac-
countability on state governments to
prevent tax adventurism on the part

of local bodies while making sure they get adequate reso-
urces. The existing GST rates have been fixed to achieve
revenue neutrality. Which means that collections under
GST would be at least equal to what the states used to col-
lect pre-GST, and the Centre will make good any deficit.
This being the case, states have no justification whatso-
ever in introducing new levies, such as Maharashtra’s in-
creased vehicle tax or Tamil Nadu’s entertainment tax,
to compensate for levies given up, such as octroi.

Now that tax inspectors no longer have to stop vehicles
on the road, other babus have taken it upon themselves to
stop cargo vehicles on the road for random checks. Such
harassment must end, to prevent a revolt against GST.
The point is to make GST exhaustive and efficient, not to
undermine it.

Unfinished Agenda
of Rolling Out GST
GST Council must check new, arbitrary taxes

ANSHUL CHATURVEDI

On his return from a pilgrima-
ge to Amarnath, Swami Vivek-
ananda hardly spoke to any-
one. A disciple asked him what
the matter was. “Oh that,” said
the otherwise fiery monk,
“Since visiting Amarnath, I
feel as if Shiva is sitting on my
head all 24 hours, not coming
down for even a moment!”

Many of us go on pilgrimages,
but not all our experiences are
similar. Individual narrations
differ in content and feeling.
All perceptions and reactions
stem, however, from a common
desire to forge a close relation-
ship with the Divine. And it is
this personal experience that
makes a pilgrimage so different
from a holiday or business trip.

Whatever be the driving for-
ce, centuries pass by without
any dimming of the attraction
that draws multitudes to some
shrines, irrespective of the fai-
th with which they are associa-
ted. From Tirupati Balaji to the
Golden Temple and from Ajmer
Sharif to the holy cave of Amar-
nath, we find a sense of purpo-
se when we take time off from
home, office and fun to travel,
just as the generation before us
did, and those before them.

Some of the most memorable
and fulfilling spiritual experi-
ences I’ve had happened at re-
mote temples or little-known
shrines in the hills of Himach-
al and J&K — where I’ve walk-
ed through miles of forested
hills to come to places where
the spiritual aura is as yet un-
sullied by aggressive pandas,
pesky hawkers and unreason-
able guides. That’s because th-
ese are relatively little-known
places of refuge and, hence,
are free of the deleterious ef-
fects of mass visits.

AYatra is
Trek of Faith

The news that Tatas have evinced
interest in acquiring Air India, after
the Cabinet cleared the proposal for its
sale, was welcomed by everyone. It is
only befitting that the great airline,
now decrepit, goes back into the hands
of the business house that founded and
nurtured it in its formative years.

The government can snatch any jewel
from anyone and appropriate it as it did
when it nationalised Air India — a few
years after Independence — which was
then owned by the Tatas, but on the flip
side, it cannot unilaterally hand Air In-
dia back to them for a negotiated price.
The Tatas have to participate in a bid to
earn back what was taken away from
them. That is a cruel irony.

J R D Tata was respected as a visiona-
ry business leader and was revered for
his humanitarian and charitable work
through the Tata Trusts. He was also
looked up to as an intrepid aviator, and
as the man who built a great and endea-
ring airline with a huge national and
international network.

JRD was India’s first licensed pilot in
1929. He flew the first commercial flight
in 1932 that was carrying airmail from
Karachi to Madras via Ahmedabad,
Bombay, Pune, Kolhapur, Bellary and
Bangalore, in a single-engine tiny
three-seater unpressurised de Havil-
land Puss Moth. This was the begin-
ning of Tata Airlines that was eventu-
ally renamed Air India in 1946 when it
became a public limited company.

Air India is still a jewel, though jaded.
If the government acts with prudence
and transparency, it can still unlock its
true value and potential. The bidding
must be through a global, open and
transparent electronic tender. The sho-
rtlisted bidders must first deposit the

reserve price in an escrow account and
the bid must close within 6-8 hours of
commencing. The auction should be
an open one where each bidder can
increase the bid price after viewing the
offer prices of other bidders. That’s
how the Tatas themselves won the Cor-
us Steel bid. As Air India is not listed,
this is the best way for price discovery.

But to get the highest valuation, the
government should get the tender pro-
cess analysed through globally respect-
ed consultants and hold pre-tender
meetings with shortlisted bidders after
inviting expression of interest. This is
the key to realise maximum value.

If the government makes it a zero-
debt company with only operational
assets for sale, offers 51% management
control with guarantees of exit terms
and mandatory public listing within 36
months, non-interference by politici-
ans and bureaucrats till it exits, adher-
ence to corporate governance, gives
complete freedom to the successful bid-
der to retain only the minimum num-
ber of employees needed per aircraft,
and assurance that the government
will compensate employees laid off and
a sovereign guarantee of non-interfer-
ence and will facilitate a level competi-

tive playing field, then Air India will be
an attractive proposition.

A global network to key destinations,
slots and space in prized international
airports, a massive national network,
with hangars and engineering back-
bone and infrastructure, trained engi-
neers and flight crew, benefits of bilat-
eral rights and assurance of continued
protection of those rights — as was
done when airlines like British Air-
ways and Lufthansa were privatised —
huge aircraft orders in place with deli-
very timelines, a topline of .̀ 26,000
crore, which can be doubled with bet-
ter management in a couple of years as
both occupancies and revenue per seat
are low, and an inexhaustible customer
base with rising income, Air India can
get a valuation of around .̀ 50,000 crore,
which is the current debt levels of the
national carrier. The prices of rights
may have to be renegotiated or convert-
ed to sale and lease-back — which is a
knotty issue if aircraft were purchased
at a higher rate than market prices, but
it can be addressed. You only have to
look at the market capitalisation of
IndiGo, pegged around .̀ 43,000 crore,
which has almost zero assets.

Tatas are probably the only group
that has the vision, leadership depth,
management skills, wherewithal
backed by a war chest, the capacity to
raise that kind of capital, and that can
match, to be able to compete with and
win the bid against global giants in
airlines, be it Emirates, Etihad or
British Airways.

Tatas have the global exposure, appe-
tite and stomach for that kind of entre-
preneurial risk. And with Ratan Tata
still active at the conglomerate, and an
aviator who’s passionate about airlin-
es, the stars are aligned to bring Air
India back into the family. That will be
good for Air India, its employees and
the consumer. The government can
make amends and redeem itself.

That will be crowning glory and a
fitting tribute to JRD, who can at last
smile down from the heavens.

The writer is the founder of Air Deccan

Crown Jewel for the Tatas

G R Gopinath

J R D Tata and his passion
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D
oklam isn’t the first India-
China military face-off on
the unsettled boundary, and
is unlikely to be the last.
But what’s strikingly diffe-

rent this time is the aggressive Chine-
se effort to shape the narrative, if not
own it — a behaviour way different
from the usual strategy of cloaking
intent and encouraging speculation.

After all, when was the last time
you had the political counsellor of the
Chinese embassy in India put out an
on-the-record video detailing their
perspective on the ground situation in
Doklam? Or, for that matter, China be-
ing candid enough to confirm that Ka-
ilash yatris had been stopped through
the Nathu La route as a consequence
of this stand-off?

Once They’ve the Answers…
This change is instructive because
the usual Chinese way would have be-
en to just go quiet and let the Indians
figure out for themselves what was on
Beijing’s mind when it blocked off two
batches of Kailash pilgrims. A cottage
industry of China watchers has flour-
ished in India over many decades, ear-
ning their spurs on doing exactly this
kind of deciphering and decoding.

But, perhaps, for the first time, we
have an in-your-face face-off where
the central purpose, at least on the Ch-
inese side, is to both loudly and effecti-
vely assert a new position, a new line
that emphasises the start of a new nor-

mal. And, admittedly, that’s a respon-
se to the way India has also shifted ge-
ars, being more vocal with its concer-
ns on Chinese support to Pakistan, its
rejection of the One Belt, One Road
initiative and blocking terror desig-
nations at the UN.

So, surely, the new normal has been
in the making for a while but the Dok-
lam stand-off provides that definitive
Chinese twist, because embedded in
this one move are many reversals and
a challenge. Let’s consider.

First, it brings to question the vali-
dity of understandings reached thro-
ugh the Special Representative mech-
anism on resolving the boundary is-
sue, set up in 2003 when former Prime
Minister Atal Bihari Vajpayee visited
China. In 2012, the SRs had agreed that
the boundary settlement on Bhutan
trijunction would be done through
consultation among all three parties.

India now feels that by framing this
as an issue between China and Bhu-
tan, where Indian troops have barged
in without any locus standi, Beijing
has directly questioned the sanctity of
the politically mandated high-level
SR process.

Second, it raises uncertainty on
China’s continuing recognition of
Sikkim being part of India, a step aga-
in firmed up in Vajpayee’s 2003 visit.
Beijing has created this doubt throu-
gh its claims that the India-China bou-
ndary on the Sikkim section was sett-
led when China recognised Sikkim as
part of India. New Delhi says the rec-
ognition in no way meant that the sta-
te’s boundary with China was settled
and that the entire border still rema-
ins disputed. Politically, this is a new
articulation from China that has crea-
ted doubts on whether the way is be-
ing paved for retracting from the 2003
understanding.

Third, the decision to open Nathu
La for Kailash pilgrims was a signifi-

cant confidence building measure
achieved during Chinese President Xi
Jinping’s first visit to India after Pri-
me Minister Narendra Modi came to
power. In many ways, it symbolises a
Modi-Xi friendship moment. But now
that stands suspended at Chinese beh-
est. A continuation of this suspension
or a formal reversal of the decision
may end up conveying a sense of dis-
trust at the leadership level, which
will require fresh attention.

…Change the Questions
Along with these potential reversals
is also a Chinese challenge on India’s
special relationship with Bhutan, wh-
ich includes a historical security und-
erstanding that New Delhi is bounden
to honour. By raising the sovereignty
question here, China has signalled
that it wants to change this status quo,
especially on the boundary question
involving India and Bhutan.

The Doklam situation, in other wo-
rds, unsettles key fundamentals like
the SR mechanism, the status of Sik-
kim, the Modi-Xi equation and, of co-
urse, India’s very special strategic re-
lationship with Bhutan. Which is why
the face-off, even if it’s managed now,
will still strengthen the flavour of mu-
tual distrust.

In one of his recent meetings with

the Chinese president, the PM had
told him that both sides should not al-
low differences to become disputes.
Clearly, the gap has still not closed, al-
so because both leaders lead very nati-
onalist polities today. Neither side can
afford to appear losing ground, let alo-
ne make strategic concessions.

So, retracting from past commit-
ments, or reading different meanings
into them, will indeed untie old knots
that held many contradictions togeth-
er. The challenge for New Delhi and
Beijing is to examine whether this will
allow them to knit a new weave at the
earliest, say, a different story, even if
less ambitious. Rajiv Gandhi in 1989
got the first joint mechanism on the bo-
undary that went defunct in over a de-
cade. Then, in 2003, Vajpayee’s visit to
China yielded the NSA-level SR-mech-
anism that is now under some stress.

Is there now a need for fresh politi-
cal direction, a new concord suited to
present times? This question needs
examination because what’s importa-
nt to note is that with the start of a new
normal, there also should begin the
search for a new equilibrium. Eventu-
ally, that’s what distinguishes big, res-
ponsible powers from adventurous
ones, where realignment of status quo
is ultimately the function of politics,
not the military.

China Builds Another Wall?

Pranab Dhal Samanta

‘All we need to do is redraw the boundary on Google Maps.’ ‘What’s Google?’
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The Doklam situation unsettles key fundamentals like
the SR mechanism, the status of Sikkim, the Modi-Xi
equation and the strategic relationship with Bhutan

STATE OF PLAY Beijing seems to be redrawing all the lines it had co-drawn with New Delhi

JACQUES BUGHIN ET AL

The buzz over artificial intelli-
gence (AI) has grown loud en-
ough to encourage venture ca-
pital and private equity firms
to step up their investment in
AI. Other external investors,
such as angel funds and seed
incubators, also are active. We
estimate total 2016 external in-
vestment was $8-12 billion.

Machine learning attracted
almost 60% of that investme-
nt, most likely because it is an
enabler for so many other tech-
nologies and applications,
such as robotics and speech re-
cognition. In addition, inves-
tors are drawn to machine le-
arning because, as has long
been the case, it is quicker and
easier to instal new code than
to rebuild a robot or other ma-
chine that runs the software.

Corporate M&A in this area
is also growing fast, with a co-
mpound annual growth rate
of around 80% from 2013 thro-
ugh 2016. Investment in AI is
still in the early stages and re-
latively small compared with
the investment in the digital
revolution. AI, for example, at-
tracted 2-3% of all venture ca-
pital funding by value in 2016,
while information technology
in general soaked up 60%.

AI also was a small fraction,
1-3%, of all investment by PE
firms in 2016. But AI investme-
nt is growing fast. From 2013
through 2016, external invest-
ment in AI technologies had a
compound annual growth rate
of almost 40%. That compares
with 30% from 2010 through
2013. Not only are deals getting
bigger and more numerous but
they require fewer participan-
ts to complete the financing.

From “Artificial Intelligence:
The Next Digital Frontier?”

Betting
Big on AI

Citings

Letters to the editor may be addressed to

editet@timesgroup.com

Only Winners
With the GST
Apropos the Edit, ‘Is GST In-
dia’s Biggest Economic Re-
form?’ (Jul 8), no doubt GST is
the biggest tax reform and the
most complex too. Traders
and producers need not have
an interface with the tax auth-
orities. Consumers too benefit
from a single, four-slab tax
that has no cascading effect.
With audit trails, traders have
to pay taxes. The governme-
nt’s diktat for companies to
pass on benefit of the tax and a
future convergence of four
slabs into two will win the con-
sumer’s confidence in GST.

ASHOK GOSWAMI
Chennai

New Beginning
With Israel
PM Narendra Modi’s three-
day visit to Israel has been an
astounding success. Rememb-
er, Israel has supported India,
both militarily and otherwise,
in wars since the 1960s, even
when there were no diploma-
tic ties. When the Kargil war

broke out, an
Israeli team
flew in to offer
help to India.
Perhaps the
biggest achie-
vement of this
visit is the de-
hyphenation

of India’s relations with Israel
and Palestine. The substanti-
ve change with a regime in
New Delhi not getting bogged
down by the Muslim commu-
nity’s sensitivities, at home or
abroad, has probably lent sub-
stance to our ties with Israel.

J AKSHOBHYA
Mysuru

Guests Stunned
at This Wedding
This refers to ‘A Big Fat Mon-
soon Wedding’ by Sandip Roy
(Jul 8). It took 70 years for the
bride to woo the bridegroom,
the longest courtship. Modi
showed all the gumption need-
ed to make this happen becau-
se it was India that had to walk
the tightrope, Israel had noth-
ing to lose from this wedding.
The initiative by PM Modi has
stunned the Arab world but
they are in no position to say
anything because oil diploma-
cy is long dead. India would do
well to keep a balance when bi-
lateral ties are getting a boost.

BHOLEY BHARDWAJ
Mumbai
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