S
8 The Indian EXPRESS
jou

RNALISM OF COURAGE

NEW DELHI, MONDAY, 8 JUNE 2020

INTERVIEW WITH NEW CIl PRESIDENT UDAY KOTAK

‘Last thing we want at the time of
a health crisis is to do something
that creates a financial crisis’

THE CORONAVIRUS pandemic
has brought economic activity
across the country to a near halt.
Having taken over as the presi-
dent of industry body Confede-
ration of Indian Industry (CII) last
week, UDAY KOTAK, MD, Kotak
Mahindra Bank told SANDEEP
SINGH and P VAIDYANATHAN
IYER that he believes that India
needs to be competitive and en-
gaged with the world and gov-
ernmentintervention is only jus-
tified in cases of unfair
competition. He also said that
there is an opportunity to rebal-
ancerural and urbanand thatthe
state needs to work towards the
aspect of providing a social secu-
rity net to not only migrants but
also businesses across the board.
Edited excerpts:

The government has, overthe
last three years, increased
customs duties across sectors.
After three decades of
liberalisation, does domestic
industry still need protection?
And what signal doesitsend
tothe outside world?

The Cll supports the Prime
Minister’s concept of
AtmanirbharBharat and believes
itis consistent with acompetitive
Indiaand not a protectionist India.
Atruly self-reliant and self-confi-
dentIndiaisimportant, but with
that we believe India needs tobe
competitive and engaged with
the world. If there is any area
where there is need for interven-
tion, it is justified only where
there is unfair competition. But
other than that, with reasonable
levels oftariffs, India needs toen-
sure that it is building a truly
Atmanirbhar Bharatand compet-
itive India.

Howdoyou see the urban to
rural migration of workers?

COVID has exposed this issue
of urban to rural migration. When
workers come to cities, they live
in poor conditions in slums or
chawls, have poor job security
and now are hit by a virus which
exposes them more than us. So,
the health crisis, quality of living
crisis and lack of security of job
have made them take a decision
thatthey are better-offin villages
even if their apparent income is
lower. In this context, I thinkitisa
great opportunity to rebalance
rural and urban. This is time to
create digital ability and redefine
the role of rural — rural infra, ru-
ral health, rural digital.

Ourinitial feedback suggests
migrants may stay back for a
few months, but may
eventually have to return to
the urban centres for work ...
they don’t really have a choice.
Of course,lamjust saying that
not all will have that choice. lam
saying thatevenif 30-40 per cent
of the people decide to come
back, there will be shortage of
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‘ ‘ If there is any area
where there is need

for intervention, itis
justified only where there
is unfair competition. But
other than that, with
reasonable levels of
tariffs, India needs to
ensure thatitis

building a truly
Atmanirbhar Bharat and
competitive India

people in the cities. We have got
soused to assuming that there is
this low cost, cheap labour avail-
able onourterms for hire and fire.
And this is where the states will
have to come in and put money
into rural India opportunity and
create the enabling provision that
makes it possible for the migrants
to look at the option more seri-
ously. At ClI, we will endeavour to
work with our members to en-
sure that some sort of code is put
in place so that it is a fair play
treatment for the migrants when
they come backand we will need
the support of the state when we
getthere.

Atsome level, we will need to
create a social security net along
with the state and inevitably it is
abeginning of adirectional move
where the state has the obligation
to protect every citizen.

If a business finds 80-90 per
cent of its revenue going away,
how can it protect jobs? That is
where the state comes in and the
statemust give social security net.
The aspectof social security is not
only with the migrant but for
businesses across the board.

Would you then recommend
the government to open up its
purse alittle more?

We believe that the governm-
entwill have toopenupits purse,
but tighten somewhere else. It is
importantthat the government’s
resources are used properly be-
cause these are difficult choices.
We are not a reserve currency
country and our fiscal deficitis al-

ready at 12 per cent (Centre and
states combined )and we have to
keepinmind thatthere are finan-
cial stability issues. Sohow dowe
balance these different conflict-
ing heated issues at the same
time but preserve the concept of
an India which functions.

Risk aversion by banks
continues to pose the biggest
obstacle to bank lending, mo-
re so in circumstances when
defaults are most likely. What
canthe government and RBI
dotogive confidence or prod
them tolend and take risk?

Banks want to lend to busi-
nesses which they believe are
businesses that can repay their
money.In those category of busi-
nesses, the demand for money is
relatively low, but whoever wants
itwe are delighted to give because
we have confidence we will get
our money back. Another set of
business is one whose funda-
mental financial condition before
COVID has been poor. COVID has
hurt them further. Bankers obvi-
ouslywantto be cautious inlend-
ing tothese businessesinorder to
protect the financial systemitself.

Banks are not risk averse. But
iftheyare being prudent and not
lending where there is a risk of
their money not coming back,
they are doing it ultimately and
fundamentally to ensure protec-
tion of depositors. The last thing
we want at the time of a health
crisis is to do something that cre-
atesa financial crisis and lose the
trust of depositors inthe financial
system. A stable financial system
is based on only one thing — trust
of the depositors with hismoney.
If that gets eroded, there will be
another crisis and we must not al-
low that to happen.

Whatdo you think about the
lockdown? Has it given time
tothe healthcare sector to
rampup or has it hurt the
livelihood of millions of
migrants?

Let's go back to March 24 and
assume that we as a country de-
cided — no lockdown. Knowing
the status of our healthcare sys-
tem and level of alertness that
was there prior toMarch 24 about
what COVID could do, today we
have 6,000 deaths, are we saying
we would have less than 6,000
deaths or 60,000 or 600,000.
Who knows. But the fact of the
matter is that we have 6,000
deaths and as a ratio of the popu-
lation that number is low.

Sowhen we are looking at the
lockdown, we have toask what if
we did notdoit,whatcould have
been and that’s the correct way.
What if younger people went to
work but came home where
there would be older people. At
least, I hope we are in a better
state of preparedness from
healthcare point of view than we
were before.



