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Fixed deposits in banks and administered savings schemes
such as the Public Provident Fund (PPF) are losing their she-
en, making the case for people to switch to other savings op-
tions compelling. However, gaps in financial regulation leave
ordinary savers, who lack financial literacy for the most part,
vulnerable to mis-selling. Rightly, the Financial Sector Legis-
lative Reforms Commission had posited consumer protection
as the raison d'être of financial regulation and recommended
a unified regulatory agency to enforce the consumer protec-
tion law. Having accepted its recommendation in the 2015-16
Budget, the government should swiftly set up a financial red-
ressal agency (FRA) with legal backing to address grievances.

Rightly, a task force on the FRA has reco-
mmended empowering the agency to pro-
vide redress, given that regulators cannot
be expected to resolve individual compla-
ints. Its suggestion to offer a simplified re-
solution process through mediation and
light touch adjudication when parties are
unable to reach a settlement makes sense.

A performance review of the FRA will not suffice. The agency
should be made accountable to Parliament. Surely, regulators
must also invest in improving financial literacy to enable peo-
ple take informed investment decisions — be it in stocks, mu-
tual funds or insurance — before pushing direct sales or comp-
letely switching to a fee-based model.

Countries such as the US strengthened consumer protection
in financial products and services after the financial crisis. Re-
portedly, the Consumer Financial Protection Bureau (CFPB)
set up in 2010 has returned nearly $12 billion to 27 million cons-
umers who were conned by financial services firms engaging
in illegal practices. India direly needs a robust FRA to look out
for ordinary consumers.

Needed, a Financial
Redressal Agency
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Is It Nothinglitti or
Nothingdabeli?
Nothingburger, whether used as a single word, hyphenated
or even two, is regaining currency in the US after a long ti-
me, much like Jane Austen is back in circulation in the UK
thanks to the new £10 note. Considering the US is the home-
land of the patty-and-bun combination, the negative prefix
should have guaranteed its failure. But not only was it a fav-
ourite of authors, politicians and society gossip columnists
up to the 1980s, it appears to have been ironically revived in
popular discourse thanks to the Trump Administration’s
penchant for new or little-used words. The term, of course,
has nothing to do with burgers, but the allusion to that all-
American staple presumably ensures a popular connect
when regurgitated by politicians and the media.

The term, however, may also find a sudden resonance in In-
dia given that the definition of the term is “something of
less importance than its treatment suggests”. The Indian po-
litical arena abounds with such phenomena at present that
need succinct terms. The nothingburger could easily inspire
Indian variants such as a nothinglitti — the beloved Bihari
stuffed dough ball that if found to be bereft of a filling, disap-
points aficionados. Nothingdabeli, nothingsamosa, nothing-
kachori or nothingdosa would be equally evocative when
describing certain shenanigans in their parts of India.

India needs nothingburger-equivalent
to encapsulate certain current events

The markets yawned and shed a few points on the day the
Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) announced a 25-bas-
is-point reduction in the central bank’s policy rate to 6%.
The markets had already priced in the development; fur-
ther, State Bank of India had lowered its savings bank in-
terest rate by 50 basis points the previous day. Too much
money with the banks is chasing too little demand for
credit and bank lending rates would have been in free
fall, had it not been for the bad loan problem that hobbles
them. The primary constraint on the flow of credit is not
the cost of borrowing but the twin balance-sheet prob-
lem, the non-performing assets of the banking system
and their counterpart, the unserviceable loans of large
companies. Policy energy must be spent on tackling the
bad loan problem, more than on anything else.

In its assessment of real activity, the MPC noted that
while the outlook for agriculture appears robust, under-
lying growth impulses in industry and services are wea-

kening, given corporate deleveraging
and the retrenchment of investment
demand, says the RBI press release.
This is the real problem, not the cost of
money. The challenge is to address it.
Investment as a proportion of GDP at
current prices is down to 27.9%, 10 per-
centage points below the peak achie-

ved before the financial crisis. Big projects in infrastruc-
ture is the only way to boost investment. The central go-
vernment is doing its best to step up public investment.
State governments, in contrast, are cutting back on capi-
tal formation, preferring, instead, to use their fiscal capa-
city to waive farm loans and take on the debt of state po-
wer utilities that do not recover from consumers the cost
of the power supplied. The MPC frets that enhanced allo-
wances recommended by the 7th Pay Commission would
further eat up fiscal resources and create excess demand,
feeding inflation.

Resolute action to resolve the bad debt problem of the
banks and to recapitalise them is the first step to reviving
growth. Preparing viable infrastructure projects and find-
ing agencies to implement them is the next.

Cost of Funds Not
Binding Constraint
Resolving the bad loan problem is priority

K M GUPTA

Vedanta is about neither theism
nor atheism. Or, to put it anoth-
er way, it is atheism in theism
and theism in atheism. Accord-
ing to Vedanta, Brahmn is the
ultimate character or structure
of the universe. The universe is
Brahmn in disguise. When the
universe is reduced to its stark-
est nakedness, it is Brahmn.

The Brihadaranyaka, Chand-
ogya and Taittiriya Upanisha-
ds make it plain and clear that
Brahmn is akasha — that is,
space, ‘Kham brahma, akasho
vy nama brahma.… When the
Isha Upanishad says that it is
the inside of all and the outsi-
de of all, it means space. Brah-
mn is “the largest and the ever
enlargening”, “that which
contains all but is not contain-
ed by anything”.

Brahmn, or space, was just a
point in the beginning, before
Creation. A point, as we learn
in our geometry class, has no
dimensions. As it is dimensi-
onless, it is called nirguna, or
without attributes. Nirguna
Brahmn is space without dim-
ensions — that is, space contra-
cted to a point. Then this point
— referred to as akshara, mat-
ra, bindu or shukra — explod-
ed. The cause for the explosion
is kama, or libido. Kama is the
primeval and eternal force. It
is this primeval force that ma-
nifests itself as all the forces in
the world. Kama is the creator.
Kama is one with the point.
The explosion of the point is
the burst of kama.

One can make out Vedanta as
being either theistic or atheistic
in accordance with one’s bent
of mind, but in itself, Vedanta
is neither theistic nor atheistic.
Vedanta is simply the science
of the ultimate nature of being.

Universe
as Brahmn

Consensus seems to be
that a lot of people are
complaining that we have
to file too many goods and
services tax (GST) retur-
ns. My problem is the op-

posite. I am unhappy that GST filing
requirement is only three times a
month. That’s too few.

Just when I decided that in the age
of disappearing software jobs, redu-
ced economic numbers and absent
growth rates, my real calling — away
from comedy — was to be a person
who files GST things. There’s huge
potential there. Nobody knows what
they are filing so the act of filing
itself can be an art.

Yes, there have been lots of GST
presentations at many companies.
When you leave one of those sessi-
ons, it feels like a peek into US Pre-
sident Donald Trump’s brain: con-
fusing, mad and unpredictable.

There’s also another similarity
with the US president. You have to
file the returns almost as often as
Trump tweets. And what you’ll file
currently has the same coherence as
his tweets: that is, zero. The only dif-
ference is, you don’t leave Donald
Trump’s brain poorer than when
you peeked into it. Here, you do.

Before GST happened, everyone

said, ‘Well, theoretically, one tax for
one nation is way better than all th-
ose many that existed.’ Now people
are saying, ‘We all agree something
happened. And something needs to
be done about what happened. But
we’re not quite sure what.’

The only equivalent from regular
life I can think of is if you theoreti-
cally believe it is better to be clothed
than naked and suddenly, without
warning, a naked person runs past
you with someone desperately trying
to put a jacket on him. That’s how I’d
summarise the past month of GST.

People are so uncertain about what
to do next that I could say right now
that the app and website to file one’s
GST are open and, ‘We need to upload
it right now!’ Or I could say, ‘We need
to upload it every alternative 17 days
and only on Reliance Jio phones!’
And you’d probably believe both.

The government and the people are
in a game of a romantic first date
with the former saying, ‘Right, my
app is ready. File now.’ And we’re
saying, ‘No, you explain what we’re
filing. I don’t understand. What’s an
input credit?’

The result being we’re all stuck in a
chicken-and-egg game and no one is
crossing the road.

Many years ago, someone had coin-

ed the phrase, ‘The medium is the
message’. Here, the filing of the re-
turns is more detailed than the tax
itself. Given that our tax payment
numbers, compared to other count-
ries, are so low, the Indian govern-
ment may feel the act itself should
be repeated so often that it becomes
a habit. Like showering.

Doesn’t matter if you don’t actual-
ly owe any tax. As a financial expert
explained, “Say, I have nil earnings.
I am still filing some three returns a
month saying I have nil earnings.
Not only is it cumbersome, it is a th-
ree-time reminder that I am a loser.”

The 1990s may have been the golden
age of Indian technology. But this is,
indeed, the golden age of the Indian
chartered accountant. My hope is
that the GST filing is made daily.
And it isn’t just limited to goods and
services. It could be an extended note
to cover how I felt that day, emotion-
ally, financially, matrimonially, Excel-
wise, otherwise — and submitted as
a note to the government, linked to
my Aadhaar card, so that the gov-
ernment knows how every citizen
is doing that day, like any worried
mother would.

So, in the future, it would be the only
return that came back with the note,
‘Eat more vegetables, you look unfit.’

It’s the Golden Age for Indian CAs
FUNNY BUSINESS

Anuvab Pal

Count our blessings
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E
ver since GoI mandated lin-
king Aadhaar to PAN (Per-
manent Account Number),
there has been much deba-
te about how the Unique

Identification (UID) number invades
citizens’ privacy. While there are va-
lid concerns around Aadhaar data,
the privacy issues with data collec-
ted by pervasive digital services are
equally, if not more, important.

It is hard to imagine a life without
Google, WhatsApp, Facebook, Uber
and Ola, Flipkart and Amazon, Net-
flix, Paytm, et al. These services have
made information ubiquitous, con-
nected the world, and improved the
quality of life. However, these servi-
ces also collect huge amount of data
about every individual who uses the-
se services. Your friends and relativ-
es, your intimate conversations, the
places you visit, the amount of time
you spend at different locations, the
things you buy, your interests, your
political views — all are pieces of da-
ta known to these services.

If one puts all these data together,
one can build a better picture of an
individual then, perhaps the indi-
vidual himself. Now imagine all this
data of Indian citizens available to,
say, an intelligence agency of a forei-
gn government.

The possibilities of using this data
are endless. If a policy decision is li-
kely to be unfavourable for a country,
the agency can dig up dirt using the

digital data on, say, a key policymak-
er, and make her change the decision.

If a politician or an industrialist is
not favourably disposed towards a
country, the latter can start targeting
him with messages to change his opi-
nion. It can detect troop movement
just based on location data change of
armymen, and obtain military intel-
ligence. Who needs spies when you
have access to digital data?

But Indian laws will protect such
information from foreign intelligen-
ce agencies and governments, right?
Wrong. There is no law that protects
Indian citizens’ data getting into the
hands of a foreign entity. In fact, the
US National Security Agency’s PRISM
global internet surveillance progra-
mme collects exactly such informa-
tion. So why do Indian laws not provi-
de protection against such access?
The issue has to do with where the
data is ‘resident’ (read: stored).

ILive Abroad, But on Server
Data is protected under the laws of
the land where it is stored. The data
collected by the aforementioned ser-
vices are resident outside India, mo-
stly in the US. Thus, US data protec-
tion laws apply to them.

These laws restrict US governme-
nt access to US citizens’ data. Howev-
er, no protection is afforded to non-
US citizen data. So, the US govern-
ment can have as much access as the
service providers are willing — or di-
rected by court — to provide.

To allay privacy concerns of the
EU, the US passed the Judicial Red-
ressal Act in 2015. This law protects
the privacy of a citizen of a country,
to a limited extent, if there is a treaty
between the US and that country. Ind-
ia is not covered in this Act. Further-
more, the Donald Trump adminis-
tration has weakened the protection
offered under the Act.

So, what should GoI do to protect
its citizens’ data and keep it private?
It needs to create data residency laws
that mandate that services that store
personally identifiable information
should store them in India so that the
data remains under the jurisdiction
of Indian courts.

In April, Attorney General of India
Mukul Rohatgi promised to bring a
data protection law by October. That
is great. But without data being resi-
dent in India, Indian privacy laws
will have little relevance for a vast
majority of data collected on Indian
citizens that resides outside India.

Data residency laws have already
been enacted by Russia and China.
The EU is in the process of enacting
them. Beijing has an additional draft
law out for comment that will requi-
re any foreign-owned entity to certi-
fy that any data taken out of China’s
borders will not impact national sec-
urity or interests.

India has taken limited steps in
this direction. Any data that is part of
any government digital service, such
as Aadhaar, is mandated to be resi-
dent in India. It now needs to extend
the same regulation to protect non-
government-owned citizen data.

One issue often raised against da-
ta residency laws is that they will ma-

ke it hard for new services to gain a
foothold in a new country. For ex-
ample, if WhatsApp was required to
have data resident in India, due to
costs, it may have never introduced
the service here.

This issue can be addressed by en-
suring that data residency laws come
into effect only once the service has a
material number of citizens using it.
So, services will incur increased cos-
ts of data residency only when they
have reached a scale at which they
can afford it.

Data is the New Weapon
Currently, Indian agencies are at the
mercy of foreign agencies to get data
of its own citizens. This isn’t desirab-
le from a security perspective. Indi-
an agencies should be able to get ac-
cess to citizen data that is permissib-
le by Indian laws.

The next war will not be physical,
it will be in cyberspace, and data will
be key weapons. We need to protect
our weapons, and prevent colonisati-
on — in whatever seemingly benign
form it may be attempted by foreign
private companies or governments
— all over again.

The writer is general manager in a
software firm

Private Life in the Country
Data protection laws are not enough. Private information of Indians must be stored in India

Pawan Goyal

Fortify your data
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A draft law in China proposes a foreign-owned entity
to certify that any data taken out of the country will
not impact national security or interests

Letters to the editor may be addressed to

editet@timesgroup.com

APact for Good
Governance
Apropos ‘In the End, Bihar’s
Better Off ’ by Swaminathan S
Anklesaria Aiyar (Aug 2), the
‘secular’ camp wanted to lever-
age on Nitish Kumar’s image
of a clean and principled lead-
er to pit him against Narendra
Modi in the 2019 elections, but
no party stood by the Bihar CM
in his tussle with Lalu Yadav
on the issue of corruption. A
disillusioned Nitish was forth-
right to tell them that secular-
ism cannot be used as a cover
for corruption. BJP-Nitish’s
second inning in Bihar marks
the start of an era of develop-
ment and good governance.

M C JOSHI
Lucknow

Cheaper Loans
for Defaulters
This refers to the Edit, ‘Where
Do You Save When Bank Rates
Dip?’ (Aug 2). It’s ironical that
while the government appeas-
es government employees with
regular wage increases, it ig-
nores the senior citizens who
built the nation. The public

sector banks
are reducing
interest rates
on deposits to
make good th-
eir losses aris-
ing out of mis-
management
of public fun-

ds. They actively lend to those
who borrow public funds at ch-
eap rates and happily default,
without worrying over the con-
sequences. The government
must step in to protect senior
citizens who struggle to build
their retirement nest.

AWADHESH SINGH
By email

Ban Games on
the Deep Web
The death of a 14-year-old boy
resulting from his participati-
on in the online game Blue Wh-
ale Challenge should be a wake-
up call for the government to
take steps to prevent a recur-
rence of the tragedy. Spending
most of the waking hours in
the virtual world is a recipe
for mental disequilibrium and
psychological harm for young-
sters. Once a pastime, comput-
er games have turned the Grim
Reaper today. The case for ban-
ning computer games on the
Deep Web is unassailably strong.

G DAVID MILTON
Maruthancode

Chat Room

When Nitish Kumar mentioned that
the Bihar mandate was to serve the
people of Bihar and not to serve ‘a
family’, the nepotism debate was re-
kindled. Coming weeks after the ‘Ne-
potism rocks!’ skit by Karan Johar,
Saif Ali Khan and Varun Dhawan
triggered a storm on social media.

Why is it that in some professions,
merit and merit alone can provide
you lasting success, while in others,
belonging to the ‘right family’ can
provide you a viable career, if not sp-
ectacular success? After all, the Kap-
oors, the Bachchans and the Oberois
have been able to erect a career for
their next generations. Similarly,
the Kennedys, the Bushes, the Gan-
dhis and the Yadavs have been able
to provide a viable political career to
their next generation.

In contrast, the Amarnaths, the
Gavaskars and the Manjrekars have
had to earn a cricketing career bas-
ed purely on merit. Sunil Gavas-
kar’s son, Rohan Gavaskar, never
played Test cricket and was jettison-
ed after his modest performances in

a few one-day internationals. The
Gavaskar surname was not enough
to earn him a career as an interna-
tional cricketer.

The Johars and the Gandhis would
argue that the film-making and poli-
tical nous required for their particu-
lar professions run ‘in their genes’
and that the ‘dynastic connection’
has nothing to do with their success.
To test this hypothesis, however, we
must examine the success of dynas-
ts versus non-dynasts in environ-
ments where the family connection
delivers them no favours.

How many Johars, Kapoors or Ba-
chchans have had the courage to try
out their ware in Hollywood? None.
In contrast, non-dynasts such as Pri-
yanka Chopra and Irrfan Khan have
been successful there. Similarly,
how many dynastic politicians have
been successful outside the burrows
created by their parents? No Gandhi
has stood for an election, let alone
win, outside Amethi and Rae Bareli.
Similarly, no Yadav scion has attem-
pted to exert influence outside the
lairs created by their respective
fathers in Uttar Pradesh or Bihar.

Dynastic association, and the resul-
tant nepotism, matters a lot in a pro-
fession where the outcomes are deci-
ded by a large mass of people. Movies
and elections fit this bill. By definiti-
on, the expertise required for judg-
ing the ability of a person does not
reside with the masses. So, a name

or a family association can create a
perception of ability to the masses,
who cannot judge this effectively.

In contrast, a Gavaskar facing a
Malcolm Marshall at Sabina Park
can draw no comfort from his surna-
me. It is only his ability to face fast
bowling that can come to his rescue.
It doesn’t matter what other people
think of his abilities.

Dynasties and nepotism find a bre-
eding ground in an industry where
deep pockets are crucial. When deep
pockets combine with paternal ins-
tincts, failure can be condoned and
bankrolled. Imagine if Shah Rukh
Khan’s first few films had bombed at
the box office. In contrast, even when
several of Saif Ali Khan’s initial mo-

vies hardly created a ripple, he kept
getting chances till the janta develop-
ed chahat for him in Dil Chahta Hai.
And in a profession that deals with
the masses, all one needs is one suc-
cess, even if it follows several failures.

So, money power and connections
help perpetuate mediocre dynasts
and robs the economy of the benefi-
ts provide by real talent. Since a thri-
ving democracy must aspire to pro-
vide every citizen equal opportunity
irrespective of his or her lineage, the
influence of dynasts must reduce as
India heads towards becoming a
true meritocracy.

The writer is Associate Professor,
Finance, Indian School of Business

And What is Your ‘Good Name’?
NEPOTISM

Krishnamurthy Subramanian

Winner of the spot-the-Kapoor contest
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