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Venkaiah Naidu, elected as the vice-president of India, with his sister Kaushalya Maa (right), who puts a 
tilak on his forehead, and wife Usha in New Delhi on Saturday  —PTI

Venkaiah Naidu is 
Vice President-elect

India Hopeful of 
Getting Chabahar 
Port Running by ’18 
New Delhi: The government is 
hopeful that the strategic Chabahar 
port in Iran will be operational by 
2018, Union Minister Nitin Gadkari 
said. Gadkari is in Tehran to repre-
sent India at the oath-taking cere-
mony of President Hassan Rouha-
ni. “India and Iran have been his-
torically sharing special ties... We 
are keen on developing Chabahar 
port and are hopeful of starting 
operations in 12 to 18 months,” the 
minister said. The port is located in 
the Sistan-Baluchistan province off 
Iran’s southern coast that can be 
accessed from India’s west coast. 
Gadkari’s visit assumes significance 
as India has accelerated work and 
finalised some tenders for installa-
tion of key equipment. “We have 
finalised tenders worth `380 crore 
and once the port becomes opera-
tional, it will become a growth 
engine,” the minister said.  — PTI

BJP Youth Leader 
Arrested for Attack 
on Rahul’s Car 
Ahmedabad: A BJP youth wing 
leader was arrested on Saturday 
in connection with the attack on 
Congress vice-president Rahul 
Gandhi’s car when he was visiting 
north Gujarat’s flood-affected Ba-

naskantha dis-
trict on Friday. 
T h e  a c t i o n 
comes after 18 
hours of night-
long demon-
strat ions by 

Congress leaders and district-lev-
el supporters. Palanpur unit BJP 
youth wing general secretary 
Jayesh Darji was arrested on Sat-
urday after registering an FIR, 
which also names three others. 
One of them is Bhagwanbhai Pa-
tel, chairman of Dhanera Agricul-
ture Produce Market Committee 
(APMC). It is from the APMC mar-
ket yard in Dhanera that the wave 
of protests against Rahul started. 
The police had through the night 
refused to take the complaint 
from former Gujarat Congress 
chief Arjun Modhwadia and oth-
ers till a meeting between district 
police and senior officers.  
 — IANS

Rajiv Kumar 
Appointed NITI 
Aayog VC
New Delhi: Economist Rajiv Kumar 
was on Saturday appointed as new 
vice-chairman of NITI Aayog, days 

after Arvind Pana-
g r iya  re s i g n e d 
from the post. A 
senior fellow at 
the Centre for Pol-
i c y  R e s e a r c h , 
Kumar is an econ-

omist and held a number of posi-
tions in the Asian Development 
Bank, ministry of commerce and 
industries and the ministry of 
finance. Between 2006 and 2008, 
he served as a member of the Gov-
ernment of India’s National Securi-
ty Advisory Board. Kumar holds a 
DPhil in economics from Oxford 
and a PhD from Lucknow Universi-
ty. Before coming to CPR, he was 
secretary-general of FICCI. Kumar, 
chancellor of the the Gokhale Insti-
tute of Economics and Politics in 
Pune, was also founding-director 
of Pahle India Foundation, a non-
profit research organisation that 
specialises in policy-oriented 
research and analysis.  — Agencies

First Swine Flu 
Death in Odisha
Bhubaneswar: Odisha registered 
its first swine flu death of the sea-
son on Saturday with a person 
succumbing to the disease here. 
“One person has died of swine flu 
at a private hospital here,” said 
Health and Family Welfare Minis-
ter Pratap Jena, adding the state is 
fully prepared to tackle the situa-
tion. He said a total 24 patients 
have been affected with H1N1 vi-
rus by August 4 while 18 are un-
dergoing treatment at different 
hospitals. The state government 
has issued special guidelines to 
private and government hospi-
tals and health centres to tackle 
cases of swine flu. The health de-
partment also increased the 
awareness drive to prevent the 
spread of the disease.  —PTI

The Witty Veep
Muppavarapu Venkaiah Naidu — the new vice-
president of India — is known for his witty one-
liners and wordplay. Before his nomination was 
announced by the BJP, scribes at a party func-
tion asked him if he was in the race to be the 
rashtrapati or uprashtrapati. In his characteris-
tic fashion, Naidu had said he was happy being 
Ushapati — the husband of Usha, his wife. 

Naidu, 68, a BJP veteran and its best known 
leader from south India, entered the RSS by ac-
cident. His links began in childhood when he 
chanced upon a shakha while playing. He cut his 
political teeth during Emergency when he went 
underground against the government of Indira 
Gandhi and eventually got jailed. Naidu hit the 
national scene when he was one of the opposi-
tion spokespersons along with S Jaipal Reddy, 
who was then in the Janata Party, during the 
campaign by NT Rama Rao after his dismissal as 
Andhra Pradesh CM by Indira in the 1980s. 
Naidu rose to become the party president and a 
Union minister to finally be India’s vice-presi-
dent.  —IANS

NDA nominee M Venkaiah Naidu was on Sat-
urday  elected as the next vice-president of 
India by securing over two-thirds of votes, 

leaving opposition candidate Gopalkrishna Gandhi 
far behind. Naidu got 516 votes out of total 771 votes 
cast while Gandhi could only manage 244 votes. Of 
the 771 votes polled, 11 were invalid. Although 785 
MPs are there in both Houses of Parliament, 14 MPs 
could not vote. 

“Coming from an agricultural background, I never 
imagined I would be here. Agriculture has no proper 
voice in Indian polity,” India’s vice president-elect 
told PTI. “I am very humbled. I am also thankful to the 
prime minister and all party leaders for their support. 
I will seek to utilise the vice presidential institution to 
strengthen the hands of the president and secondly 
uphold the dignity of the Upper House,” he added. 

Naidu will be the 13th person to hold the second 
highest constitutional post. The strength of the elec-
toral college comprising both elected and nominated 
MPs of the Rajya Sabha and the Lok Sabha is 790. 
While there are two vacancies in the LS, three seats 
are vacant in the RS. One BJP Lok Sabha MP was 
barred from voting following a judicial pronounce-
ment. In the 2007 VP poll, incumbent Hamid Ansari 
had polled 456 votes, Najma Heptullah 222 votes and 
Rashid Masood 75 votes.   — PTI / New Delhi

New Delhi:  In a slew of decisions, the GST 
Council approved implementation of the 
electronic way (e-way) bill system across 
the country, created a structural frame-
work for the anti-profiteering mechanism 
and provided relief to the agitating textiles 
sector by slashing rate of job work to 5% 
from a high of 18 %.

“The council decided to implement the e-
way bill across country. There will be no 

check posts and process will be tech-
nology-driven,” said Union Fi-
nance Minister Arun Jaitley after 
the council meeting on Saturday.  
The minister appealed to the in-
dustry to pass on the benefit of the 
input tax credit to consumers.

“There was a long discussion 
on anti-profiteering...some 
industries are not giving 

benefit of input tax credit. We want mar-
ket mechanism to compel them to pass 
on the benefit.” He said states and the 
Centre screening committee that are 
being created should be used mini-
mally. “But it should be there as a de-

terrent,” he said. The council also 
cut the tax rate on some trac-

tor parts from 28% to 18% 
and  lowered the rate 

for rent a cab service. The e-way bill would be 
rolled out from October 1, said an official. The 
minister said that the e-way bill will not be re-
quired to transfer exempted goods. 

Jaitley said over 71 lakh central and state 
taxpayers have migrated to the GST system 
and and have completed registration. Anoth-
er 15.67 lakh new applications for registration 
have been received. The council will meet on 
September 9 in Hyderabad. —Our Bureau

GST Council Approves E-way Bill Implementation
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hat are the hits and misses in the 
first month of GST?
The first month of the GST has passed 
without any major problem being re-
ported anywhere. The only odd news 
that we got was about some sectors like 
textiles in Surat and in a few other plac-
es that went on strike. There are some 
sectors that still want a low rate or no 
tax on their products, which is not pos-
sible. Other than that, there is no major 
problem so far. Everything is smooth 
with God’s grace and we hope that 
there will not be any further problem.

More challenges are likely to sur-
face when businesses file their 
first returns this month. Are you 
taking any precautions?
We have given people two months to 
prepare for it; in the meantime, there 
will be a summary return Form 3B and 
it should be possible, particularly for 
big and medium industry, to take help 
of their ERP systems (a business man-
agement software) or from GSPs (GST 
Suvidha Providers). There will be 
enough time for everyone to synchro-
nise. So, these two months have come 
very handy. Once the two-month time 
period given to people to prepare 
their systems is over, I think it will be a 
smooth ride. There will be no prob-
lem. The apprehension is that a lot of 
invoices, say 300 billion, will have to 
be entered into computers on the last 
day. That is not the case. Invoices are 
not to be uploaded, only the details 
are to be uploaded. And they don’t 
come to us on the last day. All the big 
systems are connected with us from 
day one and they can upload every 
night. Small businesses always try and 
file at the last moment. But we hope 
there will be no last-minute rush. 

Of late, fake notifications — for in-
stance, on tax rates on branded 
food grains — have surfaced. Was 
there any deliberate attempt to 
subvert the smooth implementa-
tion of GST?
Some elements who are not happy 
with the new tax regime and those 
who want to see that it is not success-
ful are trying to spread wrong mes-
sages on social media. We also have 

been very quick in responding to such 
wrong messages by issuing immedi-
ate clarifications. Even when the 
GSTN website is working properly, 
some old picture of the GSTN website 
is circulated to say that the site is 
down. All this is part of life.

Protests were seen in Surat where 
the textile traders were brought 
into the GST net. Were not their 
demands genuine?
The demand of textile traders in Surat 
was that there should not be any GST 
on fabric. This demand is simply not 
reasonable because in any chain of 
products, starting from fibre to yarn to 
fabric, if we do not have GST on any 
one product in the middle of the chain, 
then the tax credit cannot be seam-
lessly passed on to the next level of 
product. This would result in a cascad-
ing of taxation. To begin with, we have 
put only 5% tax on fabric, which is rea-
sonable. Also, because there is taxa-
tion at the yarn stage itself, this 5% tax 
can also be paid out of input tax credit 
rather than in cash. So, it was not pos-
sible to accept their demand.

Have the state borders gone com-
pletely post GST? What is your as-
sessment?
The checkposts at the state borders 

for the purpose of checking goods 
have been removed by most states. 
However, some states may have 
checkposts for accepting money for 
entry of vehicles that are not regis-
tered in that state. But the situation is 
such that now businesses say that they 
will be saving 20% in transportation 
costs.

There was a demand for reducing 
the GST rates on sanitary napkins, 
but you stuck to your ‘no change’ 
position.
The rate of taxation on sanitary nap-
kins was fixed at 12%, which is 1% low-
er than what it was in the pre-GST pe-
riod. We have gone by the principle of 
continuing the existing incidence of 
tax in order to maintain revenue neu-
trality. In future, the council can al-
ways consider revision of rates of any 
such products, which are socially de-
sirable.

There has been some confusion on 
classification of products, result-
ing in different rates for the same 
products. Are you addressing that 
issue?
With the adoption of HSN code (a 
commodity description and coding 
system), the confusion about product 
description will come down. Howev-

Union Revenue Secretary Hasmukh Adhia says the 

first month of GST has been largely trouble-free, the 

only blip being the protests by textile traders in 

Surat. In an interview with Shantanu Nandan 
Sharma — part of it in his North Block office 

and part through email — Adhia points out 

that people with vested interests are 

spreading fake messages and photos to negate  

a smooth GST rollout. Edited excerpts:

“Some Elements are Spreading 
Wrong GST Messages, Photos 
on Social Media”

W

“The rate of taxation on sanitary napkins was 
fixed at 12%, which is 1% less than what it was in 
the pre-GST period…. In future, the council can 

always consider revision of rates of socially 
desirable products”

er, wherever any anomaly is reported, 
we are clarifying it without any loss of 
time so that the traders do not have any 
doubts.

Small exporters, mainly those with 
an annual turnover of less than `20 
lakh, will go out of business if they 
are not registered under GST (they 
are otherwise exempt).  Any 
thoughts for them?
There is hardly any exporter whose turn-
over would be less than ̀ 20 lakh per an-
num. However, even if there is, it is easy 
to register and export. The entire proce-
dure for registration and filing of return 
is easy and online.

On a macro level, will  GST lead to a 
major increase in tax collection, both 
indirect and direct? What’s your esti-
mate?
It is generally expected that because of 
cascading of taxation going away, the tax 
incidence on most of the products will 
come down and the common man will 
benefit because of this reduction. How-
ever, some of the revenue losses on ac-
count of this are expected to be made 
good because of the expansion of tax net, 
in which many informal sector enterpris-
es will now come in the formal chain. It is 
difficult to estimate what would be the 
gain out of that. We will have to wait and 
see till the current year ends.

How do you ensure that the busi-
nesses pass their GST gains to con-
sumers? How are consumers gaining 
from GST?
We have been using the strategy of con-
sumer education to inform people about 
the changes in the tax rates, which are 
likely to bring down the cost of products so 
that they do not get cheated. The competi-
tion in the marketplace will also ensure 
that the benefit is passed on. But if that 
does not happen, we also have the provi-
sion of Anti-Profiteering Authority, which 
can start proceedings of taking action for 
profiteering against any company. 
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t the recent annual general meeting of shareholders of 
Reliance Industries Ltd (RIL), at the very fag end of his 
speech enumerating the big strides made by his bread-
and-butter businesses — refinery and petro-
chemicals — and holding forth a little longer 
on Reliance Jio, Mukesh Ambani revealed his 
next dream project.

“It (RIL) will be known in the coming dec-
ade as an enterprise with lakhs of partners, 
supporting the small and young entrepreneurs 
and an enabler of a large ecosystem of entrepre-
neurs in India,” he told shareholders 
at the fortieth AGM. He did 
not elaborate much.

As you read this, an 
ecosystem for entrepre-
neurs is taking shape on 
the outskirts of Mumbai, 
and the coming months 
might see it gain scale. In 
the 100-acre Reliance Corpo-
rate Park, the nerve centre of the ̀ 3,39,000 crore en-
terprise, a nondescript, two-storey structure called 
the MAB, or the main administrative building, is home 
to a batch of 20 entrepreneurs testing 
products and honing business 
plans. The accelerator for the 
startups is under the auspices 
of GenNext Hub.

Much of what RIL is betting 
on are businesses that have 
linkages with the telecom ven-
ture, but there are a few that 
may well open new frontiers. In 
less than four years, the 51 startups that have gone 
through GenNext have raised about ̀ 285 crore; about 
`100 crore was raised at the time of entering GenNext, 
which is a benchmark for investors.

In recent times, RIL has picked up stakes in six start-
ups. In the public domain are investments it made in 
Netradyne, Videonetics and EdCast, startups in seg-
ments as diverse as artificial intelligence and video ana-
lytics. The GenNext project, though, goes way beyond 
just investing.

To be sure, RIL is not the only Indian company to nur-
ture startups. Mahindra & Mahindra, Marico, the Tata 
Group are also mentoring young ventures. Banks such 
as ICICI Bank, Kotak Bank, Yes Bank and even a few NB-
FCs such as Edelweiss are mentoring fintech startups. 
What makes RIL stand apart is the sheer breadth of en-
trepreneurship it is backing.

In a recent interaction, a chairman of a leading con-
glomerate told this writer why corporates are backing 
startups. He explained that this is the fourth phase of 

entrepreneurship; it started with Edi-
son inventing the bulb in his garage in 
the late 1800s. From those days, entre-
preneurship and innovation have 
picked up speed. Companies born in 
garages like Hewlett-Packard spawned 
innovation back in the 1930s. Entrepre-
neurs were soon courted by venture capital 
firms, giving birth to companies like Google, 
Amazon and Facebook. The startup culture has now en-
tered the fourth phase, where big corporates are facili-
tating their domain knowledge to nurture startups. 
Abroad, this trend is called the Corporate Garage.

:: Satish John

A
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Why Reliance, which has been perpetually obsessed with size, scale and gargantuan 
asset creation, is playing mentor and investor to a bunch of fledgling tech ventures

GenNext Rising

Startup ‘Graduates’ at GenNext Hub
Total 
funds 
raised by 
all 51 
graduates 
so far: 
`285 
crore

Total funds raised 
by these 51 after 
the programme (with 

direct or mentoring-

based intervention): 
about `200 crore, 
while `100 crore was 

raised before they got 

into the programme

Total Startups in Proof of 
Concept Execution with RIL: 10

Startups that Reached Series B: 4

Startups that Reached Series A: 19

The rest is either 
bootstrapped, in 

seed stage, acquired 
or in stealth mode

The NextGen Hub that houses an accelerator and a 
‘scalerator’ has 20 firms in the current batch. Their 

funding and proof of concept status are not included here

` ` ``

`

`
`

`

`
`

`
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Lightbulb Moments
At RIL, Amey Mashelkar, 38, is leading the ini-
tiative to identify the best of the startups via 
GenNext Hub. His father, the renowned aca-
demic Raghunath A Mashelkar, is spearhead-
ing innovation among employees (see Battle-
ground of Ideas). The presence of the next-gen 
Mashekar sits well with the Ambani scions, 
Akash and Isha, on the board of Reliance Jio.  
Akash, who is chief of strategy at Reliance Jio, 
will get actively involved in the coming 
months, as the Reliance GenNext Hub brings 
in ventures that have synergies with the Reli-
ance Jio platform. 

This is GenNext’s third year, in which it 
has received almost 1,000 applications 
from entrepreneurs keen to board the ac-
celerator. The proposals have come even 
from non-metros like Kochi and Jaipur, oth-
er than the big cities.

This year’s statement of purpose by the 
chairman of India’s largest private-sector firm 
by revenues on partnering entrepreneurs fol-
lows up on his September 2016 address. Am-
bani had then declared that RIL will have a 
`5,000 crore corpus to invest in startups. The 
plan to play mentor and accelerator may also 
include setting up camps at Palo Alto, the 
world’s startup capital, and in Tel Aviv in Is-
rael, a hotbed for innovation.

One of the mentors for GenNext’s chosen 
startups is serial entrepreneur Ravi Gururaj, 
his latest venture being QikPod, an ecom-
merce locker startup. “RIL is pushing on 
many fronts, Jio being the biggest new addi-
tion, and I think they need to be very nimble 
too. After all, despite being big, they do have 
competitors.”

What Gururaj is saying is that RIL will 
need to find innovative solutions to offer 
customers; mentoring startups is their way 
to experiment by building an ecosystem of 
tech ventures.

For entrepreneurs, feeding off the Jio eco-
system makes immense sense. With 100 mil-
lion customers, RIL’s telecom megaproject 
makes for an ideal testing ground and market-
place. “They (RIL) are pushing the barriers on 
the size of the device, reach, footprint, band-
width. All of these can be catalysts for startup 
growth,” says Gururaj. “RIL is a large indus-
trial group and any opportunity to engage 
with them through an organised programme 
is a great opportunity. Otherwise, you can get 
lost in the mail.”

Mashelkar, while low-profile, becomes fer-
vent when he rattles off the number of start-
ups that have gone through the MAB. “This is 
the place to be in,” he says. “If any of the start-
ups grows into a unicorn, it will give us much 

satisfaction, and be a feather in our cap.”
RIL, which straddles sectors, recognises 

the need to keep innovating. “All large compa-
nies have realised that no one company can 
do it on its own. And that’s because of the pace 
of innovation. By the time they do it on their 
own, it may be too late,” explains Gururaj.

Most of the startups come early in their life 
to GenNext Hub, getting seed-funded or Se-
ries A-funded while at the accelerator. No-
body is facilitating an accelerator like us, says 
Mashelkar, taking pains to describe how start-
ups with nothing but bright ideas and a beta 
product have scaled up under GenNext Hub. 

Jio and Reliance Retail will help startups 
test the proof of concept. Take, for instance, 
HeadSpin, a startup that helps developers 
test an app in different mobile networks and 
devices. Mashelkar says Jio enables that to 
happen, and app developers love this tool 
because they can test remotely in a 100-de-
vice lab set up in the MAB. Streaming plat-

form Hotstar, for one, is trying out their of-
ferings through this lab.

Investments in these startups are strategic 
rather than for just financial gains. Mashelkar 
says: “Picking up stakes is not our core objec-
tive; our objective is to foster the ecosystem.”

Investing, of course, comes easy for RIL, 
a company with a net profit of 
`31,425 crore in 2016-17. “There are 
a range of possibilities. Ambani has 
planned to put together a fund; 
that in combination with GenNext 
Hub will be very power-
ful,” says Gururaj. He 
knows a thing or two 
about investments and 
exits. In his 26-year ca-
reer, Gururaj has found-
ed six technology ven-
tures, two of which 
have been acquired by 
Nasdaq-listed compa-
nies. One of the many 
hats he wears now is 
that of an angel inves-
tor.

“If you look at funding as a matrix, we have 
three startups that have reached Series B 
level, typically a raise of $10-15 million. And 
about 15-16 startups, which are at the seed 
stage to Series A, will typically garner $5 mil-
lion,” says Mashelkar. “We have had a fair 
amount of success in advancing these goals.”

The Big Finds
Mashelkar gets passionate when he talks 
about Kochi-based startup RecipeBook, 
which was discovered during a workshop in 
the city. The artificial intelligence and image 

recognition venture firm, which is less than 
two years old, has scaled up so fast that it has 
now entered the Google launch pad accelera-
tor in Silicon Valley, ready for its next phase of 
growth. “It came from our GenNext Hub,” 
says Mashelkar, with pride. “We built the 
whole model from business to consumer and 
business to business. When they came in, 
they had eight lakh downloads; now they have 
crossed 4 million downloads, with 40,000 to 
50,000 active users.”

Does Ambani track these startups? “He 
loves to hear the ideas coming out of this 
hub,” says Mashelkar.

Sanjay Mehta, an angel investor who has 
been actively involved as a mentor at Gen-
Next Hub, talks of how some of the firms that 
he has invested benefited from the GenNext 
Hub. One such venture is PayTunes, which 
replaces ringtones and caller tunes with ad 

jingles, allowing the user to get 10 paise 
for every incoming call. Mehta says this 
concept was tested by Jio. “Getting into 
Reliance would be very difficult for a 
startup, but GenNext gives us access 

without any hindrance. 
Amey has been instru-
mental in building that 
bridge,” he adds.

Two apprehensions, 
from the angel investor 
perspective, were the 
prospect of a sustained 
deal flow, and whether 
the big corporation would 
take over sooner than lat-
er. “A lot of comfort was 
given by GenNext Hub (on 
these two fronts),” says 

Mehta, who has a portfolio of about 60 ven-
tures. There’s also plenty of hand-holding, 
and Mehta cites the example of a drone start-
up, where RIL helped in wading through the 
policy framework.

Manisha Raisinghani and Dhruvil Sanghvi, 
cofounders of LogiNext, a logistics software 
startup, have Paytm as their investor. After 
growing from scratch out of the GenNext Hub, 
the firm, which has developed a software that 
can track anything that moves, is now present 
in 10 countries. Deal ticket sizes have surged 
five-fold from $20,000 in the initial years. 
“Reliance helped us scale up,” says Raising-
hani. Alumni of Carnegie Mellon University 
where they did their master’s in big data ana-
lytics and optimisation, they returned to In-
dia and founded LogiNext.  

Satish Kashyap is the cofounder of Algo 
Engines, which has conceived a product for 
improving the performance of wind turbine, 
solar and hydroelectric plants. “We take sen-
sor data, ascertain which turbine is under-
performing and prepare a body mass index 
report, which reveals the gear box fitness 
score and the effect on the turbine.” After 
the programme with GenNext Hub, it for-
ayed into international markets and saw its 
revenue doubling. 

At the Nasscom 2017 summit, Ambani 
quoted his favourite professor from the Uni-
versity Department of Chemical Technology, 
Man Mohan Sharma: “You find a problem 
and then I will grade you on the quality of the 
problem that you find and then I will grade 
you on the quality of solution that you actu-
ally do.” Ambani said the same rules apply to 
an entrepreneur; it is not about solving prob-
lems, it is about first finding problems. 
“Once you find the problem then you solve 
it.” His GenNext Hub enables entrepreneurs 
to solve problems.  

cover story 05
AUGUST 06-12, 2017

At RIL, Amey Mashelkar, 
38, is leading the 
initiative to identify the 
best of the startups via 
GenNext Ventures. This 
is its third year and it 
has received almost 
1,000 applications from 
entrepreneurs keen to 
board the accelerator

Manisha Raisinghani is 
a cofounder of 
LogiNext. It grew from 
scratch out of GenNext 
Hub and is now present 
in 10 countries 

Satish Kashyap is the 
cofounder of Algo Engines, 
which has forayed into 
international markets and 
seen its revenue doubling

Investments in 
startups are 

strategic rather 
than for financial 
gains. Mashelkar 
says picking up 
stakes is not the 
core objective
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ukesh Ambani, the chairman of Reliance Industries 
Ltd (RIL), India’s largest company by revenues, is 
preparing to throw the gauntlet at his people. Called 
the chairman’s “grand challenge”, it will be open to 
1.43 lakh Reliance employees and is a crucial part of 
the company’s Mission Kurukshetra (MK).

Ambani’s challenge is aimed at seeking innovative 
ideas for the company’s next engines of growth. The 
challenge would have been sent sooner to employ-
ees, but for Ambani’s reluctance to distract the work-
force when his other big idea in telecom was being 
rolled out, disrupting the carefully laid out business-
es of his peers.

MK was flagged off in 2009-10, and relaunched in 
May 2014  to invoke the “warrior spirits” of his peo-
ple. This is a dream project of Ambani, often known 
to root for grandiose plans. It straddles his mega-pro-
jects, from petrochemicals and refining to oil and gas 
exploration and production. The vision: to make Re-
liance the most innovative company in the world.

MK has paid surprising dividends, only to make 
Ambani and his team want more. In 2016-17, the pro-
ject would have contributed a percentage point to the 
bottom line of the company, which reported ̀ 31,425 
crore as net profit.

The Genesis
Raghunath A Mashelkar remembers vividly how Am-
bani inspired him to take on the innovation project 
nearly a decade ago. MK is mentored by the former 
director-general of the Council of Scientific & Indus-
trial Research 
(CSIR), now an 
independent 
board mem-
ber at RIL. It 
is to encour-
age employ-
ees to come 
up with ideas 
that can sub-
s t a n t i a l l y 
change the way 
they do business.

It was just after the collapse of Lehman Brothers in 
2008. Global financial behemoths were crumbling, 
pulling along with them other industries into a quag-
mire. Ambani viewed the rapidly unfolding financial 
upheaval that was spreading across continents with 
a different lens.

“Mukesh has a peculiar style. When a crisis comes, 
he will challenge us to do the impossible. After every 
board meeting, he has these brainstorming sessions, 

from a minimum 30 minutes to two 
hours, depending on the time he 
has. After each meeting, I’ll come 
out charged. If you touch me, you 
may get an electric shock,” 
Mashelkar explains and laughs.

Mashelkar is one of the three academics on RIL 
board, along with Dipak Jain, former dean of Kellogg 
School of Management, and Ashok Misra, former di-
rector of IIT-Bombay.  

Ambani, India’s richest man, gives a lot of impor-
tance to learning. For instance, when he decided to 
do an encore in telecom, he took an online course on 
the subject from Coursera. Those working closely 
with him say he has taken dozens of such online 
courses.

“In terms of granular thinking, I don’t think any-
body can beat him,” says Mashelkar, adding that he 
can deep-dive into any topic. The chemical engineer 
(Ambani is one, too) cites another instance of 
Ambani’s eagerness to learn. “In life 
sciences, we don’t have the 

expertise. He (Ambani) is not a life sciences person, 
but the way he reads scholars, he has stumped every-
one with his knowledge and questions on the latest 
science of converting high-productivity algae into 
oil.” The RIL Group has a biotech arm called Re-
liance Life Sciences.

Mashelkar is also the chairman 
of the Reliance 

:: Satish John

M
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How Mukesh Ambani hopes to make Reliance Industries the most innovative company 
in the world by inviting groundbreaking ideas from 1.43 lakh employees — a crucial prong 

of his “grand challenge” in Mission Kurukshetra 

Battleground of Ideas

Sushil Borde says Mission Kuruk-
shetra is a war against status quo 
and complacency; and an attempt 
to stave off corporate obsoles-
cence in a rapidly changing world
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Innovation Council, which he credits as “Mukesh’s idea, not 
mine”. “I remember the discussion. He (Ambani) is a very hands-
on person. He knows more about what is happening in a Reliance 
factory than his factory manager would know.”

“Doc, even you have to be hands-on,” Ambani implored 
Mashelkar in the wake of the global financial crisis. When compa-
nies were retracting investments, culling workforce and hunker-
ing down, Ambani seemed inspired. He saw it as an opportunity, 
to reimagine and reinvent RIL. To be sure, it was during that tu-
multuous period of 2008 that Ambani and other RIL promoters 
invested ̀ 16,824 crore, coinciding with a global sell-off in the eq-
uity market.

War Against Status Quo
Ambani’s and Mashelkar’s endeavour has been to take Mission 
Kurukshetra, a place where ideas are born, to a logical conclusion 
by executing ideas for impact. Sushil Borde, a key facilitator of the 
Reliance Innovation Council — which has laid the ground for Mis-
sion Kurukshetra — explains that the project is a war against status 
quo and complacency; as well as an attempt to stave off corporate 
obsolescence in a rapidly changing world.

“Since inception, its popularity within Reliance has increased 
by leaps and bounds. This can be gauged by the steadily rising 
number of ideas that are submitted. Till date, it has elicited 17,800 
ideas, which is an average of about 500 
ideas per month, since May 2014,” says 
Borde. From these, the group has 
adopted 3,350 ideas. About 64% of 
these are under various stages of imple-
mentation, says Borde.

While the going has been good, the 
people at the helm of the project say the 
focus will now be to make sure that the 
quality of ideas is consistent. Mashelkar 
is pushing for it, calling it the next step 
and the chairman too has invoked qual-
ity as a key requisite for the future. 

Mashelkar prides himself on being a 
“dangerous optimist”, but says Ambani 
beats him hollow on that count. “Reli-
ance stands apart because of its leader-
ship — Dhirubhai and then Mukesh — 
which looks at every adversity as an 
opportunity.” And this in turns inspires 
the entire organisation. It stays united, 
says Mashelkar.

The basic philosophy that, in India, 
we don’t have 1.25 billion mouths but 
minds, and the dictum that everyone is 
someone at Reliance, were put to work. 
“Everyone is capable of generating an 
idea. That RIL had tapped the power of 
technology allowed the company to do 
that on a scale that is unprecedented. 
Otherwise, the idea box has been 
around for donkey’s years at other com-
panies,” quips Mashelkar.

But this is different. It is not just about 
spouting ideas but managing the entire 
process until an idea fructifies. Under 
Mashelkar, the council came up with 

three principles. War on waste, be it human talent or material, or 
energy. The second big push was to derive maximum value out of 
everything Reliance does. And the last is extreme efficiency — en-
suring that businesses are cost-effective and have operating mar-
gins, every quarter and every year, that set the benchmarks for 
other industries.

More important was an underlying subtle message for a social 
behavioural change to shake up the system and RIL’s gargantuan 
workforce. It was no longer about ideas generated by the top ech-
elons and executed by the rest. Each employee, intern upward, is 
capable of generating an idea — that was the message sent out. The 
progress of the idea can be monitored on the MK portal.

Paraphrasing former US president John F Kennedy’s famous 
speech, Mashelkar says: “It was about ‘What can I do for Reli-
ance?’ The idea of one Reliance, Team Reliance, came about. Sup-
pose I am in a particular department, then I think only about it. 
How someone from the shop floor can give an idea to Reliance’s 
research department (was the objective).”

Specialists in the respective sectors choose ideas based on their 
efficacy. Those that fall short are politely referred to as “parked” 
ideas.  

Tarun Khanna, Jorge Paulo Lemann professor at Harvard Busi-
ness School, says, “Firing up the competitive spirit, and using it to 
ferret out talent and direct it towards creative activity can contrib-
ute to a groundswell of excitement. Ultimately, that’s the way to 
create a grass roots movement for entrepreneurship.” He adds 
that, lately, companies have realised that a good way to get their 
problems solved is to source talent from outside their boundaries.  
“Not even the largest organisations have all the answers readily 
available in-house.” 

Borde understands that it is the next step: widen the dragnet so 
that the company gets a diversified spread of ideas.

What is MK’s objective? Ambani is on the hunt for the next big 
idea to grow the company, whose market capitalisation doubles 
every three years. There is an interesting linkage. During Dhirub-
hai’s time, the philosophy was “Growth is Life”.  Later, other fac-
ets were added to the company’s philosophy of innovation-led 
growth and innovation as a way of life.

Ambani is known to think ahead. “He believes in one dictum: ‘I 
only think of the future because that’s where I spend the rest of my 
life,’” recalls Mashelkar. So when everybody is thinking of 4.0 he’s 

thinking of 5.0. “That’s the challenge we 
face while brainstorming with him.”

Why call it Mission Kurukshetra? 
Borde says it was meant to link it with In-
dian ethos. “It’s the battle between good 
and the evil — innovation versus inhibi-
tion and imitation,” says Shrikant Deo, 
general manager, innovations, RIL, in an 
interaction at Reliance Corporate Park. 
Deo is with colleagues Piyush Gupta, 
senior executive vice-president, and 
Vivek J Pophale, vice-president, who 
were recognised for their role in MK.

It is democratic. As the late strategy 
guru CK Prahalad, hearing about MK, 
confessed to Mashelkar: “(When it 
came to) democratising innovation, it 
was the best I’ve seen.”

How it works makes it easy for anyone 
to contribute without fear. Ideators sub-
mit ideas not to their managers, but to 
Idea Champions assigned to each domain 
or department. The respective Idea 
Champion reviews the idea, and it is im-
plemented after discussions with the 
leadership of that domain or department. 
For example, through MK, an employee 
at the Jamnagar refinery can submit ideas 
to the retail or Jio business. Thus, MK has 
proved effective in cross-pollination of 
ideas across Reliance, points out a mem-
ber of the Innovation Council.

Meanwhile Ambani, who calls it a day 
at 2 am, is scouting for the next lever for 
growth. “Few people can create time. 
He’s one of them,” says an executive 
who works closely with the chairman.
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AN IDEA THAT 
PAID OFF BIG TIME

Krishna Award
For a truly innovative idea, 
which is simple, original, 
non-obvious and makes a 

significant contribution to or 
has a big impact on the 

organisation 

Karna Award
To individuals that have 
submitted the highest 
number of approved 

innovative ideas to functions 
other than their own

Yukti Award
To individuals who submit 
ideas, which are approved 

and implemented, of 
maximum value

Champion of 
Champions

For high-performing and 
enthusiastic Idea Champions

Senapati Award
To leaders who go out of 
their way to encourage 
Mission Kurukshetra 

participation in their function

Campaign Award
To Idea Champions who have 

launched campaigns that 
have pushed the boundaries 
of innovation at Reliance and 

provoked people to think 
innovatively

Dhananjaya Award
Given to a department, 

function or a site for 
implementing the highest 

number of ideas 

Kalpana Sena
Given to a function that has 
displayed overall excellence 

and outstanding performance 
in Mission Kurukshetra

REWARDS
F O R  T H E

WARRIORS 

The Idea:

Optimisation of facilities for 
ethane pipeline project

Ideator: 

S Jayachandran, Reliance E&P

Idea Summary:

There is a need for various permanent 
facilities in ethane pipeline corridors — 

mainline valves, intermediate pigging sta-
tions and tap-off stations — for immediate 
isolation and intervention activities due to 
the hazardous nature of ethane. This idea 

proposes the use of pre-existing infrastruc-
ture in parallel pipelines to house the con-
trol equipment for a new ethane pipeline, 

eliminating the need for new construction. It 
also proposes the use of compact, low-pow-

er control equipment (electro-hydraulic 
actuated valves), used for the first time in a 

cross-country pipeline. The compact size 
and low-energy requirement would reduce 
the size of land parcel, fire suppression sys-

tems and electrical supply systems. The 
energy load was further reduced by incor-
porating solar panels with battery packs.

Benefit:

`90 crore

Mission 
Kurukshetra 
is being
mentored 
by 
Mashelkar, 
former 
director-
general of 
CSIR and 
now a board 
member 
at RILB
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abibganj in Bhopal is one of India’s 8,495 railway stations. 
Like most others in the country, it has partially-roofed 
platforms with no segregation of departure and arrival 
lounges, no access control, simultaneous movement of 
parcels and passengers, haphazard spread of vendors and 
parking and poor lighting.

It may not be that way for long. The station is slated to 
don a new look by end-2018. 

A 3,024-sq m concourse will be built for the passengers 
to lounge around; there will be six lifts, 11 escalators, three 
travelators, two pedestrian subways, one parcel corridor, 
a walkway, and a 14,037-sq m parking area that will accom-
modate 284 cars, 839 two-wheelers and five buses. The 
blueprint of the station with 6,778-sq m landscaping looks 
stunning on paper (see picture). 

So, how much money will the Indian Railways (IR) 
cough up to engineer this massive makeover? The answer 
is zero. `100 crore that will be needed for redeveloping 
Habibganj station is being spent by a private player — Bho-
pal-headquartered Bansal Group with an annual turnover 
of ̀ 2,000 crore with diversified interests in road construc-
tion, education, healthcare, mining, iron and steel. 
In return, according to the contract, the 
group receives 45-year-long lease rights 
for 17,245 sq m prime railway land 
where it has been investing another 
`400 crore to develop a trade cen-
tre, a hospital, a convention centre, 
a budget hotel and a luxury hotel, 
with a built-up area of 13-lakh sq ft. 

“We are targeting completion of 
the redevelopment by the end of the 
next year, even if our contract allows 
us to drag the project on till December 
2019,” says Mohammad Abu Asif, a con-
struction manager of the Bansal group over-
seeing the Habibganj station development. So, 
by the end of the next year, India will see its first railway 
station developed via a public private partnership (PPP).

The IR’s financial template is pretty simple. India’s sec-
ond largest landlord with 4.76 lakh hectares —the defence 
sector, with 7.5 lakh hectares, is the largest — has identified 
1,092 hectares of vacant land in the vicinity of 400 stations, 

:: Shantanu Nandan Sharma | Habibganj, MP

H
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Inside the Railways’ ambitious plan to 
modernise 400 stations at a cost of `1 lakh crore 
and give them an airport-like feel

Smarts

“…local authorities must be taken 
into confidence but that does not 

mean that the Railways require 
their concurrence”  

Mukul Rohatgi, then-attorney general in his opinion 
given on Habibganj dispute on November 23, 2016

Stationand the

Spare railway land identified near stations 

1,092 hectares
Most stations are being redeveloped on PPP 

model by modifying the Swiss challenge model

Companies showing interest include IL&FS, GMR, 
Tata Realty & Infrastructure, Brigade Group, 
Mantri Developers, Raheja, Shapoorji Pallonji, 
Reliance Infra, Lanco Infratech, Essel Group   

Countries such as Malaysia, UK, South Korea and 

France have shown interest; 

roadshows organised in UAE and Malaysia

Boston Consulting Group is preparing the overall 
strategy; EY also roped in 

400
No. of stations identified for 

modernisation

`1 lakh cr
Total project cost

STATION STATS

LAND SWEETENER

No. of stations where the 
process has begun

No. of stations 

where construction 

has started

Artistic impressions of Habibganj 

station redevelopment plan

65

2

Integration 
with bus, 
Metro rail

Segregation of arrival 
and departure, like in 

airports

No parcel 
movement 

in platforms

Access control as in 
case of Metro rail 

stations

Features of Modern Stations

How surplus land helps landlord Indian 
Railways to fast-track station modernisation
(Land as on March 31, 2017, in hectares)

KEY CHALLENGES

Real estate 
market is down

Public sector banks 
have tightened 

infrastructure loan 
portfolios

Local municipal authorities flex 
their muscles as IR depends on 

them for water, sewerage, roads, 
electricity. The Habibganj station 
development project got delayed 
as the Bhopal Municipal Corpora-
tion and IR disagreed on floor area 

ratio (FAR), among other issues

Total Railway Land: 4.76 lakh 

Track and Structures: 3.65 lakh

Afforestation: 41,417

Land Leased for Agriculture: 3,349

Commercial Licensing: 3,897

Other Uses: 9,216

Encroachment: 862

Vacant: 51,648

Over 80% of the vacant railway land 
is along the tracks

About 10,000 hectares can be 
spared for real estate development
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which are on its priority list for modernization. Despite 
three fourths of railway land being used up for tracks 
and structures, and another 862 hectares under en-
croachment, IR still possesses 51,648 hectares of va-
cant land, according to data available till March 31 this 
year. But IR can use only 10,000 hectares for commer-
cial development, the rest being vacant land along the 
railway tracks, which renders itself unusable for com-
mercial exploitation. Clearly, the land as the sweetener 
is the underlying formula for the IR as it embarks on 
one of its biggest ventures: the world’s largest station 
redevelopment programme, at a time when the real 
estate sector is sluggish.  

“I concede the real estate market 
has been a little low in the last few 
years. So, naturally the interest 
shown by the private sector is also 
low. But we are not deterred by bad 
real estate market”, said railway 
minister Suresh Prabhu in an inter-
view to ET Magazine last week (see 
“This is the Biggest Station Rede-
velopment Programme in the 
World”). 

Redevelopment on Fast-track
The minister’s remark underlines 
the reason why the IR shifted strat-
egy from a single-track PPP model, 
as was adopted in case of Habib-
ganj, to multi-pronged financial 
engineering to undertake this `1 
lakh crore exercise. A peek into the 
blueprints of redevelopment of 65 
stations — for which the IR has 

made tangible progress — demonstrates how it has 
engaged its zonal arms to redevelop 23 stations 
through a modified Swiss Challenge method; joined 
hands with the state governments to redevelop sta-
tions (the first being the Bhubaneswar station in col-
laboration with the government of Odisha) and even 
cajoled NBCC, a public sector company under the 
administrative control of the ministry housing and 
urban affairs, to develop 10 key stations including 
Tirupati, Delhi Sarai Rohilla, Madgaon, Lucknow, 
Gomtinagar, Kota and Puducherry. “The railways 
wanted to give us 40 to 50 more stations, but we want 
to first experiment with 10 stations before becoming 

ambitious,” says Anoop Kumar Mit-
tal, chairman and managing direc-
tor of NBCC. As planned, the con-
struction giant will pump in some 
initial funds to develop the vicinity 
of the railway stations and woo at 
least 30% of potential customers (for 
commercial buildings) before 
speeding up the project. 

Then, there are 12 more stations 
being anchored by Indian Railway 
Stations Development Corporation 
(IRSDC). These include Habibganj 
and Gandhinagar, the only two sta-
tions where construction work can 
be seen on the ground. At three oth-
er stations — Bijwasan and  Anand 
Vihar, both in Delhi, and Surat in Gu-
jarat — tenders have been invited. 
IRSDC’s chief executive officer San-
jeev Kumar Lohia adds: “The sta-
tions and their surroundings will be 
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Railway Minister Suresh Prabhu explains to 
Shantanu Nandan Sharma that the station 
redevelopment plan and the new bidding 
method are more transparent than the conven-
tional Swiss challenge model. Edited excerpts :

AUGUST 06-12, 2017

On the progress of station redevelopment.
We have taken concrete steps for development of 100 railway stations 
across the country. These are in various stages of development. In addition, 
zonal railway managers are having roadshows and  pre-bid meetings for 
another 300 stations. Altogether, there will be work in 400 stations. We 
have appointed Boston Consulting Group to give us advice. The idea is that 
a project of this scale must be done in a transparent manner. We have pre-
pared pre-bidding, tender and all kinds of documents in the most transpar-
ent way. It’s the biggest ever station redevelopment programme taking 
place anywhere in the world. Many other nations too have redeveloped 
their stations, but nowhere in the world are so many stations being taken 
up at one go.
 
On the real estate market being down.
This programme is based on public private partnership (PPP) model. I 
concede that the real estate market has been a little low in the last few 
years. So, the interest shown by the private sector is also low. But we are 
not deterred by a bad real estate market. In this project, we have roped in 
NBCC (National Buildings Construction Corporation, a government-run 
construction company under the administrative control of the Ministry 
of Housing and Urban Affairs), our own rail PSU, IRSDC (Indian Railway 
Stations Development Corporation), and state governments. For exam-
ple, we have tied up with the Odisha government for development of a 
railway station. Also, the Mumbai Rail Vikas Nigam Limited is entrusted 
to develop 18 suburban stations.

On following a modified Swiss challenge bidding method.
We have adopted the India challenge, not Swiss challenge, for station re-
development. This is entirely our idea of developing a transparent bid-
ding method. The process followed is very simple. There are four stages. 
First, we put our requirements on our website so that anyone can bid and 
give us the design. Then we evaluate the design proposal based on tech-
nical and financial parameters. Independent domain experts will then 
evaluate the proposal. Once the proposal is frozen, a detailed project re-
port will be prepared. Then we will allow any-
one to challenge the proposal commercial-
ly. So how can it be Swiss challenge? It’s 
an Indian challenge. This is the best 
model in terms of participation, 
transparency and innovation.

On linking station develop-
ment with the smart city 
project.
We have tied up with the Ministry of 
Housing and Urban Affairs for linking 
smart cities with our station develop-
ment programme. There can’t be any 
smart city unless there’s a smart rail-
way station. If 100 smart cities 
are created, there will rede-
velopment of at least 100 
stations.

No. of stations where there is tangible process

65

STATION DEVELOPMENT, 
THE PROGRESS SO FAR…

No. of stations handed 
over to the Indian Railway 

Stations Development 
Corporation (IRSDC)* for 

redevelopment

At two stations — Habibganj in 
Madhya Pradesh and 

Gandhinagar in Gujarat — 
construction work has begun

For three more stations —
Bijwasan, Anand Vihar and Surat —

tenders have been invited

Remaining 7 stations are 
Chandigarh, Gandhinagar (Jaipur), 

Shivaji Nagar (Maharashtra), Amritsar, 

Nagpur, Gwalior and Baiyyappanahalli 

(Karnataka)

No. of stations handed 
over to zonal railways

To be executed by teams 
under general managers

Design approved for Jammu 
and Kozhikode

Tenders also invited for 
remaining 21 stations:

Lokmanya Tilak (Mumbai suburb), 

Pune, Thane, Visakhapatnam, Howrah, 

Kanpur Central, Allahabad, 

Kamakhya, Faridabad, Udaipur City, 

Secunderabad, Vijayawada, Ranchi, 

Chennai Central, Yesvantpur, 

Bangalore Cantt, Bhopal, Mumbai 

Central, Bandra, Borivali and Indore

No. of Mumbai 
suburban stations 
to be redeveloped 

by the Mumbai 
Railway Vikas 
Corporation 

(MRVC) and RLDA

Stations are: Grant Road, 

Lower Parel, Elphinstone Road, 

Khar Road, Bhayandar, Mira 

Road, Byculla, Sion, Parel, 

Mulund/Bhandup, Kalwa, 

Ambernath/Badlapur, Titwala, 

Kanjur Marg, Chinchpokli, 

Chembur, Sewri, Wadala  

No. of stations 
handed over to 

NBCC, a PSU under 
the Ministry of 

Housing and Urban 
Affairs, to integrate 
the stations with the 
smart city project. 

Rail Land 
Development 

Authority will partner 
in those projects

Stations are Tirupati, 

Delhi Sarai Rohilla, Nellore, 

Madgaon, Lucknow, 

Gomtinagar, Kota, Thane 

New, Ernakulam, Puducherry

Safdarjang in Delhi 
handed over to 

RLDA and IRCON for 
redevelopment. 

Tenders invited for 
consultancy

Bhubaneswar being 
redeveloped in 

collaboration with 
Odisha government. 
It will be the first station 

part-developed by a state 
government

It invites suppliers for the 
bidding process, under 
Request for Quotation

“This is the Biggest 
Station Redevelopment 
Programme in the World”

1110182312

* The IRSDC is a joint venture of two railway 
agencies, IRCON and Rail Land Development 
Authority (RLDA)

“Infrastructure firms 
are hit hard as banks 
have tightened their 

loan profile. But it is a 
passing phase”  

OP Agarwal, former Urban 
Transport Adviser, World Bank
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world class. For example, there will 
be an 11-storied luxury hotel built on 
floating slabs in Gandhinagar sta-
tion. It will look like as if the building 
is in the air.” Lohia knows the task is 
daunting. “The challenges are a bad 
real estate market and the penchant 
for the local municipalities to inter-
fere in our work.”

In Habibganj, for example, the 
Bhopal Municipal Corporation 
flexed its muscle as IR had to de-
pend on it for water, sewerage, 
roads, electricity. The trigger for 
the dispute that held up the project 
for over a year was on the floor area 
ratio (FAR), a formula that guides the 
total built-up space vis-a-vis open 
area. There was little scope for the 
row to take a political twist as the 
same party, the BJP, is at the Centre, 
the state and also the local municipal-
ity body. But the issue was brought to 
the notice of the then-Attorney Gen-
eral Mukul Rohatgi so that there could 
be a resolution. After interpreting 
various sections of the Railways Act, 
1890 and the Railways Act, 1989 — the 
latter had replaced the former — and 
also of Madhya Pradesh Nagar Tatha 
Gram Nivesh Adhiniyam, 1973 (a local 
act), Rohtagi gave a four-page-long 
signed legal opinion dated November 
23, 2016. This writer has reviewed the 
content of Rohatgi’s opinion. The last 

para which sums up the spirit of his argument reads like 
this: “…local authorities must be taken into confidence but 
that does not mean that the Railways require their concur-
rence”. Rohatgi is no longer the attorney general; KK Venu-
gopal replaced him on June 30. 

At least two railway officers told ET Magazine that Ro-
hatgi’s legal opinion, though put forward specifically for 
Habibganj, did a big favour to the IR by creating a prece-
dent, thereby helping it fast-track the railway station rede-
velopment project across India. “After all, if the local au-
thorities create hurdles, the railway station redevelopment 
programme will take many years,” quips one of them.

Private Bogies
For the private sector, which had a bad run with the IR in 
container train operations — it was opened for the private 

sector in 2006 — the second innings is naturally one 
with a tentative opening. Infrastructure com-

panies are plagued by bad debts, and are in 
no position to invest. “Infrastructure 

companies are hit hard as banks have 
tightened their loan profile. But it’s a 
passing phase,” says OP Agarwal, 
former urban transport adviser in 
the World Bank.

Senior executives of prominent 
core sector companies are not will-

ing to share their comments on the 
railway project. But the IR’s inter-
nal reports have clearly indicated 
that the companies such as 
IL&FS, GMR, Tata Realty, Brigade 
Group, Mantri Developers, Ra-
heja, Shapoorji Pallonji, Reliance 
Infra, Lanco Infratech, Essel 
Group have shown interest by at-

tending the IR’s programmes, fol-
lowing those up and contacting key 
officials. For example, Tata Realty 
and L&T could vie for Chennai Cen-
tral station whereas for Vijayawada 
the battle till now could between 
the GMR and the IL&FS. Reports 
suggest that there is a major interest 
of at least 10 companies for bidding 
for Mumbai’s Lokmanya Tilak Ter-
minus station. 

“Private sector was not always 
comfortable working with the rail-
ways. But the positioning of the pro-
ject more as a semi-real estate one 
rather than a pure railway project is 
clearly a masterstroke,” says Vinay-
ak Chatterjee, chairman of Feedback 
Infra and one of the early votaries of 
PPP in India. 
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Anoop Kumar Mittal, 
CMD, NBCC

One Station 
Project may Call 
for Roughly
` 1,000 crore

All 100 smart cities have at least one rail-
way station. So, the question of linking 
smart cities with station development is 

natural for the sake of an integrated develop-
ment of a city. The idea is to develop not just a 
railway station but its surrounding as well. 

As the NBCC is already redeveloping projects 
in many cities, we were recently given the re-
sponsibility of redeveloping 10 railway sta-
tions. The Railways wanted to give us 40 to 50 
more stations, but we want to first experiment 
with 10 before becoming ambitious. We have 
already asked for expressions of interest for 
design of the redevelopment of those stations. 
It’s an open competition. At the same time, we 
have begun discussions with the state govern-
ment and the municipal corporation concerned 
as the nearby municipal land also needs to be 
developed simultaneously. We have also begun 
the process of appointing the agency that will 
execute the redevelopment as a PPP model. 

Another financial model is where we will ini-
tially spend some money to redevelop the sur-
rounding area, which will be sold or leased out 
to private parties. The redeveloped station will 
be handed over to the Railways and our returns 
will come from redevelopment of the nearby 
areas, including its air space. The redevelop-
ment of a station will call for ̀ 100-150 crore, 
but the entire project, including development 
of nearby areas, may call for ̀ 1,000 crore or so, 
depending on the location. So, we will look for 
at least 30% assured buyers before pumping in 
money in redeveloping the commercial areas.   

There will be more concrete action in the next 
three months, and I expect actual work on the 
ground in one or two stations to begin by De-
cember itself.  This is the first time that we are 
working with the Indian Railways. The railway 
stations that we are developing are the proper-
ties of the Indian Railways. So, we won’t suc-
ceed unless there’s full 
cooperation from 
the Railways.

Habibganj
1st PPP railway station

Bhopal-headquartered Bansal Group, 
which won the bid, will pump in `500 

crore — `100 crore for station 
modernisation and `400 crore for 

creating assets on railway land

Construction has to be completed in 
3 years — by December 2019

TO BE INSTALLED 
IN THE STATION 

No. of escalators: 11

No. of walkway: 1

No. of lifts: 6

No. of travelators: 3

No. of 
parcel corridor: 1

No. of pedestrian subways: 2

Ownership of railway land will vest with IR; 
given to the private party on lease for 45 years

Land entrusted 
for commercial 
development:

17,245 
sq m

Built-up area for 
commercial 

development:

13 lakh 
sq ft
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hen she settles into the ladies’ seat in a Ker-
ala state transport bus, neither the conduc-
tor nor other passengers express any ob-
jection, though some of them do take a 
second and third look.

In a grey t-shirt and brown jeans, with 
her hair pulled back in a ponytail and the 
remnants of mehndi on her fingers, Faisal 
Faisu, who came out publicly as a transgen-
der three years ago, says she is not usually 
stopped. “But I am not one of those people 
to cause trouble. I gauge the situation and 
act accordingly. If you want a different re-
action, you will have to ask someone else,” 
says Faisu, smiling. Finding a space for her-
self, whether in a bus or in a larger society 
that treats her community with fear, rejec-
tion and prejudice, had never been easy, 
from the time she was growing up in Chav-
akkad, a beach town in Thrissur village, to 
her life now, as an activist for minorities 
and an employee of the Kochi Metro. 

Transgender people are those whose 
gender identity or expression differs from 
their assigned sex. The Transgender Per-
sons (Protection of Rights) Bill, introduced 
in Parliament in 2016, was supposed to 
make life of people like Faisu better by 
guaranteeing equality and promoting their 
welfare. The bill came in the wake of a 2014 
Supreme Court judgment, which said 
those apart from the binary gender should 
be treated as the third gender. It also up-
held a transgender person’s right to decide 
their self-identified gender. But when it 
was finally introduced, it came under se-
vere criticism from activists, lawyers and 
members of the community on various 
grounds, right from its definition of a 
transgender person.  Then, in late July, a 

Parliamentary Standing Com-
mittee recommended several 
changes to the bill, including 
the fact that transgender per-
sons remained at the risk of 
criminalisation under Section 
377. “The bill must at the very 
least recognise the rights of 
transgender persons to partner-
ship and marriage,” it said.

Faisal sees the continuance of 
Section 377, a colonial-era law that 
criminalises non-peno-vaginal 
sex, as one more obstacle in a 
long list the community needs to 
overcome. “What is there to be 
said about an outdated law that has 

been scrapped even in Britain, the 
country that introduced it in In-
dia,” she asks, as the bus gets clos-

er to Edappally Metro station, 
which she has to reach be-
fore 2 pm, when her eight-
hour shift in the housekeep-
ing department will begin.

Day-to-day Struggles
In Faisu’s experience, as a 
transgender person and an 
activist who argues for all 
marginalised communi-
ties, it is hard to prove 
transgressions under Sec-

tion 377 so the police foist 
petty cases on the communi-

ty, though the threat of Sec-
tion 377 may also be there. 
“Unless both law and soci-
ety change, things won’t be 
any different for us,” says 

the 30-year-old. Recently, 
she says, she heard of an in-
cident where six members of 

the community were arrest-
ed in a case where they were 

the original complainants. At the 
station, when one of them asked 
for drinking water, Faisu says the 
police told her to help herself to 
the water in the toilet. “When an 
officer of the law, an educated per-
son who is supposed to know all 
the laws of the land and our rights, 
talks like this, should we be sur-
prised that other members of soci-
ety shun us?” she asks.

One of the five children of a 

cook and a housewife, Faisu had to drop 
out of school due to poverty. She did a 
string of odd jobs before joining the NGO 
Sangama and, then, the Kochi Metro. “I 
did construction work and in hotels but I 
faced a lot of exploitation.” Growing up, 
Faisal knew she was different but was not 
entirely sure till she met other members 
of the transgender community. “Till then, 
I thought I was all alone. My family mem-
bers never acknowledged me and rela-
tives stopped visiting us because of me,” 
she says. 

It was during a TV debate on the 2009 
Delhi High Court verdict decriminalising 
Section 377 that she publicly acknowl-
edged her identity as a transgender and 
began speaking out at various public fo-
rums. Though she is finding it hard to sur-
vive on the Kochi Metro salary of ̀ 9,000 a 
month in hand, she does not want to quit 
yet because she believes that would dis-
courage the organisation from hiring other 
transgender persons (of the 23 community 
members hired, nine have quit).

Amrita Shilpa is among those who had 
quit her job in the housekeeping depart-
ment at the Aluva Metro station, because 
she says she found it hard to make ends 
meet with the income. “I have to pay my 
rent in my lodge in Kochi, which is ̀ 200 a 
day, and my mother’s rent of `4,000 a 
month. And we were told that we would 
not even be getting an increment,” says 
Shilpa, who now earns money by taking up 
female roles in cultural events during festi-
vals, begging on trains and by selling pick-
les her mother makes. “We were contract 
workers and were hired at the request of 
the city police commissioner.” Currently 

:: Indulekha Aravind
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“I speak 
for other 
oppressed 
sections, 
too, not just 
transgen-
ders. 
There is no 
question that 
the outdated 
Section 377 
must go”
Faisal Faisu  | 30

W

A parliamentary panel recently pointed out many shortcomings in the Transgender Persons Bill, 
which members of the community agree must be changed
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staying in a shared room at a lodge behind the 
Ernakulam Junction railway station, she 
hopes to rent a house sometime soon, where 
she hopes her mother can join her.

The 27-year-old is clear about some of the 
things the government needs to undertake. 
“We should be able to get married legally 
and protected from exploitation by our 
partners. We should also be allowed to 
adopt children — we would raise them as 
model citizens,” she says. With her hair in a 
bun and long nails painted a deep red, 
Shilpa says she began dressing like this all 
the time once she moved to the city of Kochi 
two years ago. “I did not reveal my identity 
earlier because transgenders are often 
equated with sex workers and I did not want 
who I was to affect my mother’s life,” says 
Shilpa, who switches to shirt and jeans and 
tucks her long hair under a cap when she vis-
its her mother in Kothamangalam once a 
month. While her mother knows her identi-
ty, she does not want anybody else in the 
neighbourhood to find out. 

Shilpa describes a childhood marked by 
sexual abuse, including at the hands of an al-
coholic stepfather and the pastor at the or-
phanage where her mother left her when she 
went away to work as a home nurse. After 
Class VIII, she began doing jobs and soon 
found work in a hotel, as a waiter and cashier. 
Witnessing a Theyyam (a ritual dance) perfor-
mance opened a new world to her, one where 
she could don female roles and perform, and 
she joined a community of men who would 
perform professionally.

She wants to somehow save money for her 
sex reassignment surgery, which she says will 
cost around ̀ 2.5 lakh and, later, for her own 
house. “The transgender community itself is 
divided. Those who have got surgeries done 
are sometimes contemptuous of those who 
haven’t. And then there is the class difference 
— some of the so-called prominent faces will 
not speak up for the community, though they 
rose up because of their identity as a 
transgender person,” she says. 

In its State Policy for Transgenders in 2015, 
the Kerala government had mentioned the set-
ting up of a fund for sex reassignment surger-
ies and there are private hospitals offering the 
same in the state. In 2016, the state health min-
ister had also said the government would look 
to reducing the price of sex reassignment sur-
geries but Shilpa says there is little informa-
tion available to them about these proposals 
and what stage they are in. 

For a Better Future
It was the same policy that convinced 24-year-
old Alga to finally return to her home state two 
years ago. She had left home as a 17-year-old to 
work in Chidambaram in Tamil Nadu, where 
she was adopted by a guru and could earn a 
living as a transgender person. “I was even 
given a house there by Jayalalithaa (as part of 
the state’s welfare policies). But I decided to 
come back home when the policy was an-
nounced in 2015.” The State Policy for 
Transgenders acknowledged the rights to self-
identify as a man, woman or transgender, em-
phasised equal access to public spaces, pro-
tection against discrimination and harass-
ment, the right to employment and equal 
opportunity for access to education. 

But the return has not meant a happy 
reunion with her family. Alga, whose fa-
ther was a daily wage labourer, says 
they tolerate her only because she 
used to send money from Chidam-
baram. “I also don’t visit them often 
because I have a younger sister and I 
don’t want to be responsible for 
ruining any marriage proposals 
that may be coming her 
way,” says the 24-year-
old. Trained as a pet 
nurse, she plans to 
apply for a job soon 
and move into a flat 
with her boyfriend, 
whom she plans to 

marry. “But we will only get married once I 
have had my sex-change surgery. And I will not 
have a hush-hush wedding, I’ll have a proper 
ceremony.” 

Others, who requested that their names be 
withheld, say they are forced into sex work to 
augment their income and to have some sav-
ings. “Apart from my living expenses, I need to 
save money for my sex reassignment surgery 
and for a house. If the government at least 
gave us some land, we would not have to wor-
ry about security,” says Jisha, who requested 
her real name not be revealed as she did not 
want it known that she was resorting to sex 
work. A former employee of Kochi Metro, she 
too quit because she found the salary insuffi-
cient. Though Kochi Metro later arrived at an 
arrangement whereby transgender employ-
ees could stay in a hostel run by nuns for ̀ 500 
a month a little further away, not everyone 
wanted to exercise that option.

Sabari Kishor, one of the organisers of 
Queerala, an LGBTQ organisation in Kerala, 
and an overseas education consultant, says 
there are multiple issues the transgender 
community is grappling with. “People ask 
why the transgender community does not 
have more visibility. But if you are visible, 
you are also more liable to be exploited.” 
Both Shilpa and Alga say they are yet to re-
ceive identity cards recognising them as 
transgender persons, as promised by the 
government. But they are not alone — a sur-
vey of the transgender community conduct-
ed by the State Literacy Mission revealed 
last week that 37.5% of the community had 
no identity card at all.

For their part, members of the communi-
ty underline that what they seek is only their 
rights. “The Supreme Court has laid down 
that gender equality is our right. When they 
are ensuring this, nobody should act as if 
they are doing us any favours, whether it is 
the people or the government,” says Faisu, 
emphatically. 
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“There is a 
sense of fear 
and lack of 
security 
because 
of Section 377. 
we should be 
able to 
legally marry 
and adopt 
and raise 
children”
Amrita Shilpa | 27

The Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Bill was introduced 
in Parliament in August 2016. On July 21, 2017, the parliamentary 

Standing Committee on Social Justice and Empowerment submitted 
its report on the bill, pointing out its various shortcomings, right 

from the definition of “transgender”

Other Recommendations Of 
the Standing Committee

The NALSA Judgment

Says a transgender person must 
obtain a certificate of identity 

indicating the gender as 
‘transgender’. A revised certificate 
may be obtained if there is a sub-

sequent change in gender

The bill does not refer to important civil 

rights like marriage and divorce, adoption 

etc, which are critical to transgender per-

sons’ lives and reality, wherein many are 

engaged in marriage-like unions, without 

any legal recognition from the state

Transgender persons remain at risk of crimi-
nalisation under Section 377. The bill must 
at the very least recognise the rights of 
transgender persons to partnership and 
marriage

The bill must recognise transgender persons’ 

right to marriage, partnership, divorce 

and adoption, as governed by their 

personal laws or other relevant 

legislation

There is an urgent need to 
provide for protection 
against sexual assault and 
rape of transgender persons, 
but the Bill does not specify 
the exact non-consensual 
acts that are sought to be 

prohibited. Moreover, 
there is no clarity on 

how these acts 
would interplay 
with Section 377 
of IPC, which 
criminalises all 
penile, non-vagi-
nal sexual acts 
between indi-
viduals

The bill is silent 

on granting reser-

vations to 

transgender per-

sons under the 

category of socially 

and educationally 

backward classes

A provision for sepa-
rate frisking zones of 
transgender persons 
at public places such 
as airport. For this, 
transgender persons 
should be appointed

There should be a 

provision to provide the 

transgender persons separat e 

public toilets and other such 

facilities

“Recognition of transgenders as a third 

gender is not a social or medical issue but 

a human rights issue. Transgenders are 

also citizens of India. The spirit of the 

Constitution is to provide equal opportu-

nity to every citizen to grow and attain 

their potential, irrespective of caste, 

religion or gender”

— Supreme Court in 2014, responding to a peti-
tion filed by the National Legal Services Authority

Prohibits discrimina-
tion of transgender 
persons but it does 
not define the term

Recommends that the 
certificate should indicate 

identity only as ‘transgender’, 
not ‘male’ or ‘female’. The 

provision for revised certifi-
cate should be removed

Recommends that the bill include a definition 
of ‘discrimination’, and extend the prohibition 
to public and private establishments. It also 

recommends inclusion of a redress mechanism 
for those facing discrimination

The Bill

The Bill

The Committee

The Committee

“I plan to 
get married 
to my 
boyfriend, 
once I have 
enough money 
for my (sex- 
change) 
surgery. But I 
will retain my 
identity as a 
transgender 
officially”
Alga  | 24
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WHO: George Osborne, 
chancellor of exchequer

WHEN: After Theresa May 

took over as PM following 

the Brexit vote last July

WHY: He was removed by 

the new PM who wanted 

to distance herself from the 

administration of the 

previous government under 

David Cameron

WHO: Preet Bharara, Indian 

American  lawyer who served as US 

attorney for the Southern District of 

New York from 2009 to 2017. Was a 

prominent prosecutor who became 

famous for taking on Wall Street 

corruption

WHEN: March 11

WHY: He was sacked after he 

refused to resign when Jeff Ses-

sions issued an order that all 46 

Obama-appointed prosecutors resign 

immediately

WHO: Richard Verma, US ambassador to India

WHEN: Tenure in New Delhi ended on January 20

WHY: Trump’s transition team asked all political appoin-

tees of former president Obama to quit before the in-

auguration of the new team. While this is the 

usual practice, there have been  instances of 

diplomats holding office till their replace-

ments are found. Verma was not a career 

diplomat and has now joined Georgetown 

University’s Walsh School of Foreign 

Service as SFS Centennial Fellow. So far, 

the US ambassador to India’s 

office remains vacant with 

MaryKay Loss Carlson 

having stepped in as 

chargé d'affaires

WHO: Nisha Desai Biswal, assistant 

secretary of state for South and Central Asian 

Affairs in US Department of State from 

2014 to 2017

WHEN: Resigned after the new government took over

WHY: In line with the US convention of political 
appointees of the previous government moving 
on. This position too remains vacant after her 
exit. The Bureau of South and Central Asian 
Affairs, headed by Acting Assistant Secretary 
Alice G Wells, deals with US foreign policy and 
US relations with  Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 

Bhutan, India, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, Sri 

Lanka, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan 
and Uzbekistan
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The Indian-Americans

You’re

FIRED

WHO: Nick Timothy & Fiona Hill, 
May's close aides and chiefs of staff 

WHEN: After the UK elections in June

WHY: They were blamed for the results 

in which the Tories 

didn’t get a clear 

majority to form 

government

Going Going Gone

WHO: Raghuram 
Rajan, RBI 

governor

WHEN: It was an-

nounced in June last 

year that Rajan would 

not continue in office 

when his three-year 

term ended on 

September 4

WHY: A UPA appoin-

tee, maybe the Estab-

lishment weren't too 

happy with him

WHO: Arvind 
Panagariya, vice-

president, Niti Aayog

WHEN: He announced 

on August 1 that he 

would leave the  think 

tank on August 31

 WHY: He said he is 

“moving back to aca-

demia”  as Columbia 

University, US, could 

not extend his public 

service leave, which is 

granted for two years

WHO: Lord Michael 
Heseltine, former Conservative deputy 

PM and government adviser

WHEN: March 2017, after 

government suffered 

second parliamentary 

defeat on Brexit in 

one week

WHY: Strongly opposed to 

Brexit and led a rebellion 

in House of Lords on 

the issue

WHO: Sally Caroline Yates, lawyer and 
federal prosecutor in Georgia before being ap-

pointed as US Attorney in 2015 and later US 
Deputy Attorney General by then president 
Barack Obama. She was acting US attorney 
general when fired

WHEN: January 30, 2017

WHY:  Ordered justice department lawyers 
not to enforce Trump's controversial immi-

gration ban. White House said she had “be-
trayed” the department by refusing to enforce 

a legal order that was “designed to protect the 
citizens of the US”

WHO: Angella Reid, White House chief usher

WHEN: Fired on May 5 by the White House 
administration in an abrupt fashion: she 

was told when she arrived for work that 
she was no longer holding the job

WHY: Appointed by Obama and a 
Hillary Clinton loyalist, she was the 
first woman and second African-
American to hold the position. 
Replaced by Timothy Harleth, former 

employee of Trump International Hotel

WHO: Michael Short, White 
House assistant press secretary

WHEN: July 25

WHY: Resigned after former 
White House communica-
tions director Anthony 
Scaramucci said that he 
would be fired on suspicions 
of leaks to the media

WHO: Craig Deare, a Trump 
appointee to head National Securi-
ty Council's western hemisphere 
division

WHEN: February 19

WHY: Fired following criticism 
in a private speech of Trump's 
policies and his inner circle of 
advisers

WHO: Reince Priebus, earlier Republican 
National Committee chairman and White 
House chief of staff for six months

WHEN: Resigned privately on July 28; 
replaced by John F Kelly, the secretary of 
homeland security and retired four-star 
Marine general

REASON: Defeat of Republican health bill in 
the Senate and the appointment of  
Scaramucci as communications director

WHO: Sean Spicer,, White House press secretary and 
experienced Republican

WHEN: Resigned on July 21 after a controversial stint on the job

WHY: Because Scaramucci, who he felt was a Wall Street trader 
with no political credentials or experience in handling media, was 
appointed as White House communications director. But Spicer is 
not changing his plans to continue in White House till late August 
and then exiting

WHO: Elon Musk, Tesla CEO, member of 
high-profile economic advisory council formed 
by Trump in December

WHEN: Resigned on June 1

WHY: Soon after Trump made the decision to 
withdraw the US from the Paris climate ac-
cord, Tesla CEO Elon Musk left the president's 
economic advisory council. He was in any case 
a surprise addition to the advisory body and 
had pledged to leave if the US exited the Paris 
pact

WHO: Robert Iger, CEO of Disney,  
member of Trump’s advisory council

WHEN & WHY: Same as Musk, left after US 
exited the Paris climate accord

WHO: Derek Harvey, Middle East 
expert and National Security Council 
member

WHEN: July 27 

WHY: Fired by National Security Ad-
viser HR McMaster over differences

WHO: James Comey, director of the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation 

WHEN: May 9, 2017

WHY: He was leading the 
probe into the Trump 2016 
presidential campaign's pos-
sible collusion with Russia 
to influence the election. In 
his termination letter, Trump 

said that the dismissal was 
based on recommendation of 

the attorney general and deputy 
attorney general

WHO: Mike Flynn, a retired US Army 
lieutenant-general and Trump’s national 

security adviser

WHEN: Resigned on February 13, 
after less than a month on the job.

WHY: Controversy over his 
contacts in Russia and lying about 
the nature of his conversations 

with a Russian ambassador.

WHO: Anthony Scaramucci, White House communications 
director, former Wall Street financier

WHEN: Sacked on August 1, 10 days after appointment

WHY: President unhappy over his interview to a New Yorker reporter 
where he used profanity against his White House colleagues. Former White 
House chief of staff Reince Priebus and spokesman Sean Spicer both left 
their posts when he was appointed. New chief of staff John Kelly said to 
have sacked him

Rex Tillerson, secretary of state, too 
has lately sparked resignation rumours with 
talks of his frustration with the White House 
administration and the president’s scathing 
attacks on Jeff Sessions

WHO: Preet Bharara, Indi

American  lawyer who served a

attorney for the Southern Distri

New York from 2009 to 2017. W

prominent prosecutor who beca

famous for taking on Wall Stree

corruption

WHEN: March 11

WHY: He was sacked after he

refused to resign when Jeff Ses

sions issued an order that all 46
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In UK

In India
Resigned, Not Sacked

Who Next?

Jeff Sessions: President Trump is apparently looking at the possibility 
of firing the attorney general. He has attacked him many times on Twitter for  
his “very weak position on Hillary Clinton crimes” and has even said that he 
wouldn’t have appointed Sessions if he had known that the attorney general 
would recuse himself from the Russia investigation

R
In what brings back memories 

of Donald Trump’s long-running 
show The Apprentice on NBC 
where participants faced his 
famous phrase “You’re fired”, 
bureaucrats in the US presi-
dent’s administration too are 

falling like ninepins, being 
sacked or forced to resign. 

Here’s a list of some of them:
:: Ishani Duttagupta
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group of street children runs after trucks 
and tractor trailers ferrying innumerable 
crates of tomatoes to Narayangaon market 
in Pune. The last few days have been good 
for these children who have been selling 
overripe tomatoes picked from the trash. 
“We sell these to small vegetable sellers 
and eatery owners nearby. We get `15- 20 
for a kilo,” says Dhodu, having cutting-chai 
and a small packet of Parle-G biscuits. 

In all likelihood, Dhodu and his friends 
would be the only ones praying for tomato 
prices to stay firm for some more time. For 
everybody else — from farmers who did 
not cultivate enough this season, to 
vegetable traders who did not 
block prices at the farm itself, to 
customers who could not miss 
their curry — the last few weeks 
have been pretty harrowing. 

Wholesale tomato prices 
touched ̀ 70 per kilo  in end-Ju-
ly, on the back of a severe supply 
shortage in vegetable mandis. In 
certain markets, tomatoes competed 
with pears and apples, selling at retail 
prices in excess of ̀ 140 per kilo. 

“There’s not enough supply,” says Van-
dana Vilas Temkar, one the very few wom-
en traders in Narayangaon tomato 
market. “Early last week, we were 
buying tomatoes at `1,600 per 
crate. Now it has softened a 
bit. Farmers are now selling 
to us in ̀ 900-1,200 range.” 

Not far behind, onion pric-
es have also been creeping up 
over the past few days. Onion 
supply in key markets dropped 
from 3.04 lakh tonnes in June to 
2.8 lakh tonnes in July, reveals Na-
tional Horticulture Board data. Prices have 
gone up in key markets — from a monthly 
average of ̀ 846 in June to ̀ 868 last month. 
According to farmers at Narayangaon, pric-
es have not gone up much as the demand 
pull of onions is low during the month of 
Shravan and may shoot up after August 7. 

Tomato prices, though, should cool off 
over the next two weeks. But it may take a 
few months before supply chains are re-
stored and markets get flooded with good 
ones at affordable prices. “Retail prices 
may come down to ` 25-30 per kilo once 
fresh produce from Lasalgaon, Pimpal-
gaon, Nashik and Dindori hit the market in 
the third week of August,” assures Anil 

Narayan Kashid, a tomato farmer and trad-
er at Narayangaon.

The recent rise in tomato prices bares 
the hardships and uncertainties faced by 
vegetable farmers for several years. Pesti-
lence, lower prices, weak supply chains, 
depleting yield, poor quality seeds and 
seedlings, climate change have all spurred 
them to switch crops for good — from dec-
ades of cultivating tomatoes to sugarcane, 
maize, soya, cauliflower, even grapes.

“The government has not developed in-
frastructure to help farmers producing 
perishable vegetables. This is one reason 

why you see glut-and-shortage situations at 
regular intervals,” says Pritam Kalia, emer-
itus scientist (vegetable sciences), Indian 
Agricultural Research Institute (IARI).

Tomato is a relatively warm season crop 
— with day and night temperature require-
ment in the range of 26-30 degree Celsius 
and 14-19 degree Celsius respectively. The 
plant requires low-to-medium rainfall and 
some sunshine at fruit-ripening stage.

Maharashtra farmers and south Indian 
markets supply tomatoes to most parts of 
the country from April to August/Septem-
ber. This year, however, many chose not to 
grow tomatoes, after low prices for the fruit 
a few months ago. In December and Janu-
ary, retail prices had plunged to ̀ 2 and ̀ 4. 

“Narayangaon farmers grew tomatoes in 
25,000 acres last year; this year, it is 13,000 
acres,” says Shriram Gadhave, president of 
Vegetable Growers Association of India. 
“Farmers are tired of low yields and pesti-
lence. Our per-acre yields have dropped 
from 15 tonnes a few years ago to just over 2 
tonnes now.” The Narayangaon market, 
which until last year logged in 75,000 
crates (1 crate has 22-24 kg of tomatoes) 
every day, is down to about 14,000 crates. 
At country level, tomato arrivals across key 
markets dropped 57% to 69,217 tonnes in 

July, from 1,20,568 tonnes seven months 
earlier. This supply shortage triggered 

price rise, say traders. 
“In fact, supplies from Karnataka, 
especially Bengaluru, helped re-

strict further price rise,” says 
Mahesh Shingote of Shivner 
Tomato Suppliers. Another 
reason for the shortage was 
the farmers’ strike in early 
June, which caused tonnes of 

tomatoes to perish in crates. If 
one goes by local estimates, 

Narayangaon farmers alone lost 
over 3 lakh crates of tomatoes 

during the 12-day strike. 
In 2015-16, tomato growers 

started using 1057, a seed vari-
ety bio-engineered by an 
MNC. This was later proven to 

be susceptible to virus attacks. 
“It started ‘the tiranga’ virus that 

bore coloured patches on the fruit. 
A good portion of our crop was 
destroyed then,” says Gadhave. 
“Pesticides and insecticides are 
not helping us. These pests and 
viruses have turned immune to 
the medicines we spray on 

them.” Tomato crops are usually 
attacked by whiteflies, red mites 

and gram pod borers. One of the rea-
sons for frequent pestilence is the recur-
ring crop pattern adopted by farmers. In 
places like Narayangaon, farmers have 
been growing tomatoes for close to three 
decades now. The pests have got en-
trenched in the crop cycle. 

Nashik and other tomato-growing re-
gions in Maharashtra have also been see-

ing an uptick in temperature. Farmers say 
seeds/seedlings are unable to withstand 
34-36 degree Celsius. “Seed companies will 
have to come up with heat-tolerant seed 
varieties,” says Kalia of IARI. 

Also, India exports tomatoes to Paki-
stan, Nepal and Bangladesh. Traders have 
to fulfil pre-arranged orders before filling 
up local mandis; this, too, impacted do-
mestic distribution, say a few traders.   

Crying Over Onion
For onion tears, the villain is rains. “Onions 
crops in Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh 
have got spoilt due to excessive rains. Low-
er storage is also becoming a problem,” 
says Nikhil Padade, Nashik area branch 
manager of NAFED (National Agricultural 
Cooperative Marketing Federation of In-
dia). “New onion stock from Nashik may 
give some respite; but the problem would 
be when farmers start holding stock in ex-
pectations of a higher price. Traders ex-
pect whole sale prices to tip ̀ 30-35 per kilo 
levels.” Onions are traded at ̀ 17-21 per kg in 
most markets across the country. 

Rising vegetable prices have set even the 
RBI thinking about near-term inflation. It 
expects consumer prices in October-March 
to rise by 3.5-4.5%. The silver lining is that 
higher food prices would assuage some 
stress in the farm sector and rural incomes 
would rise. 
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n his four years as Maruti managing director.
Nakanishi (his predecessor) is like my big brother. 
Any succession is not easy. I came with some experi-
ence — I was in Pakistan for four years, where we had 
a manufacturing company. That helped. I knew how 
to manage a manufacturing company. And got some 
idea about the region. Fortunately, during my tenure 
here, business has expanded. India market is grow-
ing. We are developing new products. 

On living and working here.
My children are working in Japan and my wife is here 
with me. The biggest difference between India and 
Pakistan is that India is lot more developed. My wife 
was initially surprised and said it (Gurgaon) was a 
very big city with so many highrises. In Japan, where 
we lived, it was not a big city. Living here involves 
some inconvenience like power cuts and poor ser-
vice quality in some areas. But human relationships 
here are very nice. I have lot of Indian friends. India 
has lot of tourist places and during vacations, I con-
stantly try and go to new places. Last year I went to 
Ajanta & Ellora and Darjeeling. I have enjoyed work-
ing here.

On some of his biggest challenges
When I came in 2013, the violence at Maruti’s IMT 
Manesar plant was fresh in everyone’s memory. It 
was a very serious issue. I tried to communicate with 
workers and integrate our people. I communicated 
directly with workers every month, sharing informa-
tion and making them understand the current situa-
tion. I still do it. I believe this (collaboration and com-
munication with workers) is important for smooth 
running of the company.

Since I came here, we were developing products 
for India in Japan. Those products were launched in 
India (like Baleno and Vitara Brezza) after I came 
here. Fortunately, those products are doing well. We 
are now focusing on product development in India. 
Our core issue was to get the right product and bring 
to market models that Indian customers wanted. We 
have very much focused on that.

On getting the product equation right.
Last year, we launched Vitara Brezza, which was re-
ceived well (it enjoys over four-month waiting peri-
od). Of course, the platform was developed in Japan 
but the top part (the body) was developed by the 
R&D team in India. Now we have to take the next 
step. Our next car should be developed in India by 
Indian engineers. By next year, the first phase of our 
Rohtak R&D center will be almost complete and we 
should be able to develop a complete product here 
and also test it.

On competition and the competitive edge.
We always analyse good products from our competi-

tor. Look at areas they are ahead of us and transfer 
those learnings. For example, Renault Kwid is a very 
challenging product, is popular and very well ac-
cepted. Hyundai Creta, i20 and Ford EcoSport  are 
also other such successful products.

But in business it is not just product and sales that 
are important. Good after-sales service must be 
available and is also very important. Fortunately, we 
have been in the market for more than 25 years and 
we have a larger sales and after-sales network than 
the competition. Our competitors face difficulties. 
While they are present in big cities they do not have 
a presence in rural areas. We have the benefit of a big 
and expanding network. Our focus is always to focus 
on customer demand and their needs. We always try 
to offer good products that are better than our com-
petitors.

On ride-sharing apps.
We have to carefully watch and understand the mind 
of our customers. We are doing (customer) segmen-
tation and supplying cars to cab aggregators.

On the government’s thrust 
on e-vehicles.
We have to see how we realise the 
idea of EVs. Globally, there are not 
too many electric vehicles. Of 
course we have tried to develop 
one. The most important thing to 
keep in mind is that it there is both 
a cost and convenience element to 
it. And the customer must accept 
it. We (Suzuki Motors) have the 
technology. The question is how 
we are going to use it. For us, our 
customer is at the center and we 
will do what they want. I may be 
ready. But if India is not ready, 
then what’s the point?

On the partnership with Toyota Motors.
Since last year, we have been collaborating with Toy-
ota in the area of technology, environment, IT and 
safety. It could extend to product-sharing in future. 
We could provide them with some product. We also 
have a chance to supply small car technology. Details 
are not there (right now), but in future we can have 
some agreement. Any business partnership is very 
sensitive. Unfortunately, our experience with Volk-
swagen was not that good. Thankfully, Suzuki and 
Toyota are collaborating well.

On GST and its impact.
On the whole, the GST system is welcome. We had a 
very complicated tax system state-wise. It is a great 
thing if GST can integrate nationwide. Transporta-
tion, I hear, has become easy and speedy. At this mo-

“Our Next Car Should 
be Developed in India 
by Indian Engineers”

O

When Kenichi Ayukawa, 62, managing director of Maruti Suzuki, picked up the reins at India’s 

largest selling automaker in April 2013, the challenge was daunting. With Maruti sitting pretty 

with a 42% market share, analysts reckoned that Ayukawa’s tenure would be a success if he 

staved off any erosion in the leader’s fat slice of the pie. Ayukawa did better. Maruti’s share has 

moved up to over 50% (April-June 2017 quarter). In an interview with Malini Goyal, Ayukawa, 

in his fifth year, reflects on his India stint and the path ahead for Maruti Suzuki. Edited excerpts:

ment, I cannot see many negative issues. On the taxation, except 
hybrid cars overall taxes are going down. Mild hybrid is contrib-
uting to the environment but the tax has gone up. We have to 
communicate this with our customers. The price gap between 
small cars and other segments has come down (due to the new 
tax structure) but the gap still remains. Our point is to go beyond 
the price and have a better customer connect with our brand, 
technology, product and better experience in our showrooms 
and after-sales service. We feel price is one of the factors. But for 
customer, product, design, features are as important.

On the shifting consumer landscape.
Customer demand is changing every day. They 
get lot of information from outside and have 
become demanding with high expectations. 
They want new technology and features like 
automatic transmission and hybrid. Two years 
back, we started our premium Nexa outlets. 
Initially our dealers were hesitant. Fortunate-
ly, it has been successful and we have 250-plus 
network now. Now we are setting up Nexa ser-
vice workshops.

We will try to spread the network nation-
wide and have 350 workshops in a few years. 
We will also focus on second-hand cars with 
our True Value brand and bring lot of transpar-
ency for buyers.

On Maruti’s future.
Maruti has a big potential market outside of Africa and the Mid-
dle East. We do send our products to Europe. Our status (inside 
Suzuki) has become bigger. About 10% of our production is ex-
ported but we are not happy. At 1.8 million capacity, there is 
still shortage of production. We started production in the Gu-
jarat plant in Februrary and are producing 10,000 vehicles 
(Balenos) a month in one shift. We are carefully ramping up 
our capacity and in six months we will start with two shifts 
operations.

Our market share today is 50%-plus. If we provide good 
product I believe we can keep that market share and even ex-
pand it. But even our competitiors are getting better. Our mid-
term target in the company is to try and achieve 2 million (unit 
sales) by 2020. We are preparing for it. India will be the world’s 
third largest car market  by then. India has (already) outpaced 
the HQ. It is my pleasure to be here. 

“We analyse good 
products from 

competitors and 
learn. Kwid is a 

very challenging 
product. Hyundai 

Creta, i20 and 
Ford EcoSport 
too are good”
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ll through college and his corporate ca-
reer, Anshu Mor loved being on stage. It 
remained a hobby for much of the past 
two decades — his last corporate gig was 
as head of Microsoft India’s Xbox unit. In 
2015, Mor, 45, finally turned his avoca-
tion into a day job when he became a co-
median and founded Talking Mime, a 
venture centred around comic content.

 While acts such as Weirdass Comedy, 
AIB and TVF have courted fame — and 
infamy — over much of the past decade, 
their efforts have more recently spurred 
a fresh flush of comedians to try their 
hand at making India laugh, offline and 
on. Early acts such as Vir Das, founder of 
Weirdass who has since morphed into a 
comedy star, laid the foundation. How-
ever, recent comics have evolved further, 
expanding the breadth of topics beyond 
communities and localities to include 
gender, caste and race in their reper-
toire. Simultaneously, they have taken 
comedy, especially stand-up, deeper 
into the hinterland, with packed shows 

in cities such as Guwahati, Indore, Vi-
sakhapatnam and Surat.

Even for seasoned corporate honchos 
such as Mor, who have the cushion of a an 
old boys’ network, there’s no guarantee 
of success in a competitive market. His 
first attempt at stand-up in Gurgaon 
worked like a charm, but the second 
bombed spectacularly. “The early going 
was very humbling,” says Mor, an elec-
tronics and communications engineer 
by training. “The audience was interest-
ed in the jokes I had to tell, not my CV.”

Over much of the past two years, Mor 
has racked up more than 120 comedy 
shows across the country. Along the way, 
he has tried to combine corporate cul-
ture with comedy, with some success. “It 
is now possible to build a business 
around comic content in India.” Talking 
Mime has signed up comic gigs with a 
host of corporates, including Cisco, 
DuPont, Michelin and Accenture. With three other comics — Neeti Palta, Abijit 

Ganguly and Amit Tandon — the firm fo-
cuses on original digital content, stand-
up and branded comedy content. 
“There’s a greater appreciation for the 
impact comedy has, especially on young-
er employees. For companies, it is a 
great way to connect with them.”

Bhuvan Bam’s idea of comedy couldn’t 
be further from Mor’s. The 24-year-old 
churns out a series of YouTube videos 
from his home in Delhi — he has 3.6 mil-
lion subscribers and counting. If his first 
video was a by-product of fiddling with 
his new phone, his later ones have all 
been smash hits. So much so that Bam 
claims he can barely go around the 
neighbourhood without getting mobbed. 
“I have lived for 21 years in the same lo-
cality and everyone knows me. But I 
wear a bandana and try to slip under the 
radar.”

Unlike many other comedians, Bam 
has kept his comic venture skeletal and 

:: Rahul Sachitanand
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“We desperately need 

diversified comedy 

content in India”

Bhuvan Bam | 24

First Show

May 2015

No. of Shows

Around 30 YouTube videos; 

he has around 3.6 million 

subscribers 

What Next

Expand range of 

videos and collaborations 

with studios

AIB and TVF may have been 
in the news for the wrong 
reasons, but that is no 
damper on the surging 
popularity of comedy 

Stand-up comedy has grown from being mainly about 

localities and communities to a wider assortment of topics 

There’s been an explosion in the number of venues for comics 

to try out — open mic events as well as for longer-duration acts 

Corporates are embracing comedy — even if sanitised — 

like never before to connect with employees

While YouTube is a good way to get noticed, video streaming 

ventures such as Amazon Prime, Netflix, Voot and 

Hotstar are producing special shows 

People are emboldened to step away from corporate jobs and build 

careers around comedy

Laughing All The Way

“Getting your 

first open mic 

spot is easy. 

To be noticed 

after that, 

you need to 

write, test 

and perform 

fresh 

content”

Jaspreet Singh | 24

First Show

January 2015

No. of Shows

Over 130 

What Next

Debut his first hour-long piece 

and then focus on building more 

special content

Serious 
Business
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simple. He shoots, edits and uploads his vid-
eos and has benefited from an audience con-
stantly thirsting for something funny — and 
new. “We desperately need diversified com-
edy content in India,” he says. “Before I 
started, I had little idea of comedy. I have 
built relatable comic content from personal 
experiences.” His online gig BB Ki Vines has 
individual videos such as Papa Makichu and 
Group Study, which have crossed 16 million 
and 14 million views, respectively. 

Laugh Riot
Over much of the past decade, comedians 
have benefited from an audience looking for 
laughs to make sense of an increasingly 
complex world. If the rise of Donald Trump 
has given comedians plenty of ammunition, 
people are also welcoming fresh perspec-
tives. “After a while, white voices all sound 
the same,” says Daniel Fernandes, a come-

dian based in Mumbai. “In a world of half-
truths and awful accents, there has never 
been a better time to be a coloured enter-
tainer.”

 While a stand-up comedian 
can make a living by doing four 
or five shows a month at promi-
nent venues in Mumbai or Delhi, 
they also have to face increasing 
competition. “Competition is 
definitely increasing as more 
and more young comedians are 
taking the plunge,” says Neeti 
Palta, an advertising industry 
veteran who forayed into 
comedy a decade ago. “Every-
one seems to be writing a spe-
cial and trying to be visible 
everywhere.”

Kunal Kamra has been in 
over 200 comedy stand-up 
events and knows a thing or 
two about being in the spot-

light. In March this year, the 
29-year-old former ad executive received 
death threats after his comic sketch “Patri-
otism and The Government” made fun of 
demonetisation, but he thinks the risks are 
worth it. “People don’t want to listen to the 
same tired jokes on communities and locali-
ties,” he says. “And, comedians need to 
keep pace with changing audience tastes.”

In July, Kamra started a podcast called 
Shut Up Ya Kunal, featuring conversations 
with young political leaders, earning brick-
bats and bouquets along the way. If You-
Tube can give you instant recognition with 
potentially millions of views, its users can be 

fickle. Podcast listeners tend to be more 
loyal, say comedians, even if the market for 
this medium has yet to explode. “There’s 
more than enough demand in the market 
for quality comedy content,” says Kamra. 
“The new opportunity may be to tell emo-
tional stories using comedy.”

Kamra, who counts Doug Stanhope, Lou-
is CK and Bill Burr as his idols, has been a 
comedian since 2013. A scheduling mix-up 
allowed him to headline an event at Blue 
Frog, Delhi, giving his fledgling career a big 
push. Kamra, who is happy touring the 
country for gigs, says: “Comedy is no longer 
a Mumbai-Delhi-Bengaluru show. Today 
shows are packed in Kolkata, Hyderabad 
and Indore.”

This growing interest has spurred dozens 
to try their hand at comedy over the past 
couple of years. For instance, 24-year-old 
Jaspreet Singh in Delhi leaned on his experi-
ence with theatre to try his hand at comedy. 
His first gig was two-and-a-half years ago, 
when a friend persuaded him to give the 
open mic a go at Social in Hauz Khas, Delhi.

Around 130 shows on, the comedian is 
now a much-sought-after entertainer. An 
hour-long special set by him will debut in 
Delhi in early August. “Getting your first 
open mic spot is easy,” says Singh. “To be 
noticed after that, you need to write, test 
and perform fresh content.” 

For young comedians like him, the chal-
lenge is not just to show up at open mic 
events, but also to ensure that they get no-
ticed in an increasingly crowded market for 
comedy. “Last year, there was a drastic 
change. Open mic became the cool thing 
and now 300-400 people attend these 
events in Mumbai and Delhi.”

After performing hour-long shows, the 
next step for comedians is to go online; not 
just on YouTube but also on video-stream-
ing platforms such as Amazon Prime, Netf-
lix, Hotstar and Voot, all of which see com-
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has expanded 
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First Show

November 2014

No. of Shows
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First Show

December 2011

No. of Shows

Around 200 

What Next

Plans to extend shows further 

into the hinterland, develop 

long-form content and more 

online shows 

Zakir Khan | 40

“The line between TV and live 

comedians has blurred. It is 

all about social currency and 

we need to be seen where 

the audience wants us”

Arunabh Kumar, cofounder and CEO of 
the company, quit in June after facing a 
series of sexual harassment charges. 
While Kumar (and the firm) dismissed an 
anonymous blog, which levelled the 
charges initially, more women came for-
ward, claiming Kumar acted inappropri-
ately with them. A year ago, Kumar and 
cofounder Prashant Raj were locked in a 
court battle over royalties

TVF Kunal Kamra
The comedy troupe always 
seems to be in the thick of 
things. Its R-rated roast was 
attacked for content— even 
an FIR was filed. More 
recently, AIB was attacked 

for lampooning Prime 
Minister Narendra 

Modi with a 
Snapchat 
filter

On March 15, stand-up come-
dian Kunal Kamra got 

death threats for a video 
called “Patriotism and 
The Government”. He 
was attacked online for 
criticising recent govern-

ment moves like demone-
tisation as well as com-

menting on the army and the 
rise of “anti-nationals”, He was also 
added to WhatsApp groups, where he 
was verbally abused

Courting Controversy

AIB

“In a world 
of half-
truths and 
awful 
accents, 
there has 
never been 
a better 
time to be a 
coloured 
entertainer” 

Daniel Fernandes, Comic

Sonali 

Thakker | 27
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edy as the next big breakout genre.
“We want to raise the bar of stand-up 

comedy in India for our customers by work-
ing with new talent,” says Nitesh Kripalani, 
director and country head, Amazon Video 
India. “We have seen that comedy is a top 
genre, whether it is a movie or a TV show.” 
Hour-long specials with 14 comedians are 
exclusive to Amazon Prime Video and regu-
larly feature in its top 10 titles. “A lot of these 
comedians have millions of fans and follow-
ers who want to see more than just three-
five-minute skits or a 10-minute sponsored 
video on social media,” he adds. “Many miss 
out on the opportunity to watch comedians 
live at gigs since their tickets sell out very 
quickly or the gigs may not be hosted in their 
city.”

Gigs Sans Borders
Amazon is hardly the only one chasing Indi-
an comic talent. In April, Netflix collaborat-
ed first with Vir Das and then with Aditi Mit-
tal to jump on this bandwagon. “The special 
place for humour in Indian culture is evi-
dent in our recent data, which found that 
members in India are the most likely to 
watch comedy ahead of their partners 
(61%), significantly more than the global av-
erage of 44%,” notes a Netflix spokesperson. 
The video streaming giant is home to a 
plethora of comic content from artists such 
as Aziz Ansari, Russell Peters, Ali Wong and 
Chris Tucker, and wants to press home this 
advantage in India. “Comedians around the 
world find that on Netflix their talent, wit, 
humour and stories transcend borders. We 
are planning more local comedy specials 
like the ones with Das and Mittal, whose spe-
cial premiered on Netflix on July 18, along 
with international favourites to offer some-
thing for everyone in a diverse market like 
India,” says the Netflix spokesperson.

Sonali Thakker forayed into comedy two-
and-a-half years ago while she was studying 
chartered accountancy. “The opportunity 
for comics has expanded dramatically,” she 
says. “But there is still a massive gap be-
tween supply and demand in India.” To 
bridge this gap, Thakker has used a combi-
nation of riffs on superstitions and dating to 

jokes on being Gujarati, which came easy as 
she is one. While the 27-year-old cut her 
teeth writing for the East India Company, a 
Mumbai-based comic content provider, she 
is now focused on building her own hour-
long specials to cash in on the opportunity 
across the country.

Other women comics have also jumped at 
the chance. In February 2015, Sumukhi 
Suresh took her first firm step from working 

with a food lab in Bengaluru to be-
ing a stand-up comic. Having been 
part of the theatre circuit earlier 
and dabbled in improvised come-
dy before, she had a sense of what 

was needed to make people laugh. “Being a 
comic cannot be a USP, the strength of your 
content is key to your success in a competi-
tive market,” she says. In a little over two 
years, Suresh, 30, has made an impact, do-
ing at least 12-15 shows a month now and col-
laborating with fellow comics Naveen Rich-
ard and Richa Kapoor as well.

However, over the past few months, much 
of her focus has been on building a web se-
ries about 30 women who are dealing with a 
dodgy landlord. It is expected to be unveiled 
next month. Suresh has also succeeded in a 
market that has a sharp gender skew — Ama-
zon, for instance, didn’t select a single wom-
an for their sketches and, until recently, 
men dominated most shows. “This is chang-
ing of late, as more women get on stage,” 
she says. “But progressing from open mics 
to headlining shows takes time.”

 In December 2011, Zakir Khan, a new-
comer to Delhi, decided to try his hand at an 

open mic event and failed miserably. Af-
ter moving from Lucknow a few months 

earlier, he had scrimped to save the 
`500 he needed to be part of the 
open mic, which 

bombed. His next few attempts too weren’t 
wild hits and it was on his tenth perfor-
mance that the audience bit. Oddly, winning 
Comedy Central’s India’s Best Stand Up Co-
median challenge did little to elevate his 
profile, as the competition and the market 
was distracted by furious debates over pla-
giarism and potshots taken between come-
dians in Mumbai and Delhi. It was a good 
two years after he won this competition that 
audiences started taking note of Khan.

His growth in the market has been helped 
by the changing market dynamics. “The line 
between TV and live comedians has blurred. 
It is all about social currency and we need to 
be seen where the audience wants us,” says 
Khan. While he may have hit the headlines 
on TV, he has also become an online star, 
thanks to his YouTube videos and collabora-
tion with AIB. Now, he’s confident about do-
ing his own shows — Gujarat is a key stop, 
with sold-out shows in Ahmedabad, Va-
dodara and Surat — and working on specials 
with Amazon. “The challenge is to keep 
pace with changing tastes,” he adds. “Over 
time, society evolves and sensibilities 
evolve.”

For Khan and other emerging comedians, 
the challenge will be to capitalise on these 
changing sentiments and find fresh ways to 
make India laugh.  
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he career of two of Carnatic music’s most 
famous vocalists — MS Subbulakshmi and 
M Balamuralikrishna — owes a lot to the ad-
vent of the sensitive microphone in both 
the recording studio and the sabha stage.

The many nuances of Subbulakshmi’s 
voice were captured by the microphone —
the LP release of her Vishnu Sahasran-
amam became the definitive ren-
dering, and with her UN coup 
with Kurai Ondrum Illai, she 
became both “the voice of 
India” and “the voice of the 
century”.

Balamuralikrishna was 
another artiste who learnt 
quickly how to use the micro-
phone to good effect in his 
path-breaking recordings as 
well as to wow audiences in 
concert halls. Just an “mm-
mmm” by Balamurali into 
the microphone was capa-
ble of drawing ecstatic ap-
plause. And he never failed 
to deliver on that promise by 
following it up with beautiful 
raga elaborations and meas-
ured swaraprasthanas, not 
to mention his soaring flights into the high-
er octaves, a superb example of which is his 
recording of Nagumomu.

The late Carnatic writer Indira Menon 
enthused: “The greatest gift to the world of 
this little instrument of the technological 
revolution (the microphone) is MS Subbu-
lakshmi. The innumerable nuances of her 
multi-faceted voice can be captured by it…. 
She is truly the product of the modern age 
— of the sabha culture, teeming audiences 
and large halls where her voice can soar —
thanks to the mike.”

Carnatic music has now failed to keep up 
with the huge advancements in audio tech-
nology. The lack of good audio systems and 
acoustics in concert halls, barring a few 
notable exceptions, is unforgivable.

Technology hasn’t always had the sweet-
est effect on music. Way back in the 1980s, 

the late Indian nuclear physicist and 
pianist, Dr Raja Ramanna, be-

moaned this in his address to 
the Music Academy, Chen-

nai: “A recent, sad aspect 
of Carnatic music has 
been the indiscriminate 
adoption of modern 
electronic technology. 
For the sake of volume 
we have thrown to the 
winds all the subtle as-
pects of our music… for 
the greater part of the 
audience the music is de-
stroyed in all its finer 
forms.”

In the 1960s and ’70s, 
technology was nascent, 
but the audience had a 
sense of intimacy with 
musicians, says Pramath 

Kiran, morsing and tabla artiste and 
audio engineer. However, in big 
gatherings, organisers would use 
cone mikes, and few cared about the 
sensitivity and fidelity of sound. Eve-
ryone was focused on musical con-
tent. “Today classical musicians 
have to be aware of the right kind of 
instrument pick-up or microphone 
to use. But sabhas are more con-
cerned about the name of the artiste 
they invite rather than what kind of 
sound they are offering to the audi-

ence,” says Kiran.
He is pointing to a perva-

sive problem. Star artistes 
are commissioned, often 
paying them a fee of several 
lakhs of rupees, but they will 
play or sing with atrocious 
acoustics and audio equip-
ment. Though Kiran feels 
that this is a problem with 
smaller organisers, the dedi-
cated listener can point to 
even “big auditoriums” with 
sound issues.

Hear, Hear
Sai Shravanam, an award-winning audio 
engineer who is also classically trained in 
Hindustani tabla, says it is difficult to cap-
ture classical music as it is “dynamically 
very rich,” with one composition having 
different loudness levels within itself. “This 
is due to the lyrical content that demands 
softness or hardness. This leads to spikes 
and transients in both voice and instru-
ment. Also, our music is mostly single 
pitch-based. All accompanying instru-
ments tune to a fundamental root apart 
from the tanpura, which constantly gives 

the pitch. This leads to a concentration and 
adding-up of the same notes, like the violin-
ist following the vocalist closely. Harmony  
comes from different players playing dif-
ferent notes or chords. Recording and mix-
ing this kind of music, he says, requires 
great care and knowledge of the art form.

Maharajapuram S Ganesh Viswanathan, 
vocalist, radio engineer and grandson of 
Maharajapuram Santhanam, says sabhas 
during the famous Chennai music season 
have been criticised severely for this. “It is 
challenging for someone to sit in front of 
the audio console as an operator. They 
must judge well in advance the dynamic 
range of each musical element on stage.”

Usually, in a studio, an engineer requests 
an artiste to render the highest and lowest 
portions — this becomes the basis to adjust 
the dynamic range and fix the appropriate 
amplification levels. The quick sound 
checks that are sometimes conducted be-
fore a concert are not quite enough.

Somashekar Jois, percussionist and kon-
nakkol (vocal percussion) vidwan, with a 
qualification in audio engineering, laments 
that artistes are “only worried about 

whether their voice is being heard, 
not whether it is heard well”. 

“It is being tested only for 
loudness. Good sound is 
now only about amplifi-
cation.”

This has led to artistes 
buying high-end micro-
phones costing tens of 
thousands of rupees and 

carrying them to con-
certs!  Not that it always 

solves the issue.
“Organisers need to rec-

ognise the value of a trained 
audio engineer. Hiring 
sound equipment is differ-
ent from hiring sound engi-
neers,” says Jois. “I know of 
drivers and peons manning 
sound systems. This will re-
sult in sound comparable to 
election loudspeakers!”

Viswanathan feels that an 
“exclusive stage monitor 
mix” where the final output 

is played back to artistes, instead of sepa-
rate monitors for each voice or instrument, 
can be invaluable. “This would certainly 
make for a great listening and performing 
experience. Without it, a musician exerts 
herself, ultimately leading to distortion of 
sound and harshness for listeners.”

Viswanathan is now working with Cana-
dian acoustic engineers to construct a non-
amplified auditorium named after Subbu-
lakshmi in Chennai. The design is under 
consideration for a patent. If the acoustics 
of the auditorium are good, a sound system 

may not even be necessary. In fact, 
many organisers in the US prefer go-
ing mike-less to hiring poor sound 
systems, acoustics permitting.

Ultimately, it is the listener expe-
rience that makes the difference 
between a memorable concert and 
an ordinary one. At the heart of that 
experience is the sound, lingering 
in the heart and aural memory long 
after it is heard, the way veterans  
declare they can hear, even now, 
MS’s immortal notes. 

T
:: Aparna M Sridhar

Classical music is in dire need of good audio in 
concert halls and recording studios
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nand Neelakantan’s love for storytelling 
started early: in his school years, in the 
early hours of the morning. Growing up 
in Thrippunithura, which rings with the 
peals of temple bells, near Kochi, Neela-
kantan got used to listening to tales in all 
the four south Indian languages plus San-
skrit. Most of them were mythological 
stories. He would wake up at 4 am, when 
the nearby shrines opened, to make the 
most of it. He would keep his eyes peeled 
during the temple festivals. As a result, 
Neelakantan would be a popular story-
teller in school — with teachers asking 
him to fill in, whenever there was a free 
hour.

Despite the early initiation, the road to 
literary success as a narrator of alterna-
tive versions of epics and mythology was 
not straight. It came by after a couple of 
detours — choosing engineering as a ca-
reer, holding a job with the Indian Oil Cor-
poration and even dabbling in painting to 
deal with an early on-
set of “mid-life crisis” 
in his 30s.

The 2012 success of 
his first book, Asura: 
Tale  of  the Van-
quished, which even-
tually sold 5 lakh cop-
ies, settled a lot of 
questions for Neela-
kantan, 43. It was a re-
telling of the Ramaya-
na from Ravana’s point of view and took 
on the questions of caste, the Aryan-Dra-
vidian divide and spun its web around the 
epic — striking a different path from other 
writers in the popular history-mythology 
genre. Asura was followed by a two-book 
series, Ajaya, a re-telling of the Mahab-
harata from Duryodhana’s point of view, 
building around characters like the half-
demon prince Ashwadhama, the tribal 
archer Eklavya, and Balarama, the elder 
brother of Krishna.

In 2017, Neelakantan tasted fresh suc-
cess with The Rise of Sivagami — a take-off 
from SS Rajamouli’s Baahubali films. It 
has been among the top 10 bestsellers in 
the fantasy genre on Amazon India.  It’s a 
subaltern’s retelling of the Baahubali sto-
ry. Neelakantan’s three-book deal (two 
more in the series are in the works) fills in 
the gap in the movies, even as a film three-
quel is being talked about. Neelakantan 
has also bagged the Kalinga International 
Literary Award 2017.

Exploring the Subplots
Neelakantan wears his success lightly. As 
he sits down for a chat at his IOCL office in 
Mumbai’s Bandra Kurla Complex, he 
does not project an air of erudition. His 
thoughts are matter-of-fact and as acces-
sible as his novels. His achievement as a 
writer who has brought subaltern narra-
tives into mainstream Indian English 
writing is singular, especially at a time 

when there is a renewed thrust on creat-
ing a unitary vision and culture across 
India.

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak wrote in 
her book Death of a Discipline how there 
is a need for a new comparative literature 
that does not cater to popular notions 
and theories: “When we seem to have 
won or lost in terms of certainties, we 
must, as literature teachers in the class-

room, remember such warnings — let lit-
erature teach us that there are no certain-
ties, that the process is open, and that it 
may be altogether salutary that it is so.”

Neelakantan seems to have raised his 
hand and accepted the challenge.

He explains that when he wrote Asura, 
and later Ajaya, the attempt was not to 
show a brighter or heroic, or likeable 
side of Ravana or Duryodhana, but in-
stead to flesh out characters that have 
been sketchily represented in the ep-
ics, explore minor subplots and 
bring out the parochial elements.

“I consider myself fortunate that 
I was born in a town of temples. 
There used to be a lot of cultural 
events in each temple in the festi-
val months from December to 
March and storytellers would 

come to these temples. I 
heard stories rather than 
read them,” says Neela-
kantan.

These stories led him to 
the subaltern. He says: “In 
the vast universe of folk-
tales, which I was exposed 
to, the rebel in me would 
be fascinated in knowing 
the alternative version of 
firmly established and ac-
cepted narratives.”

Neelakantan decided to 
write a novel around Ra-
vana during a month-long 
holiday in Wayanad, try-
ing to decide what to do 
with life. “The first line I 
wrote was: this is going to 

be the greatest novel in the world. I think 
that one sentence liberated me. I re-
searched on Ravana and read up as much 
material available on him.”

Neelakantan has a theory on his own 
success. “Today, due to nuclear families, 
young children do not have the advan-
tage of having grandparents around who 
could narrate stories from the epics. 
When these children are given stories in 
easy, accessible and chatty English, they 
lap it up.”

What has probably helped Neelakan-
tan stay in touch with the popular is his 
work with television. He has written epi-
sodes for serials such as Siya Ke Ram (Star 
Plus), Chakravartin Ashoka Samrat 
(Colors TV), Sankatmochan Mahabali Ha-
numan (Sony TV) and Adaalat 2 (Sony 
TV). He says, “As a storyteller I realised 
early on that times have changed. Earlier, 
readers would cherish the richness of lan-
guage and understood its nuances and 
subtleties. Reading was an aural experi-
ence, but no more. Today, readers have a 
lot of distractions. I maintain a style as 
visual as possible and a quick pace.”

For Neelakantan this is just the begin-
ning. “In India, 90% of the stories are still 
in oral form. This shows the scope for sto-
rytelling in English. I have a huge collec-
tion of 18,000-19,000 folktales in record-
ed, written and oral forms. I will continue 
to draw inspiration for alternative history 
narratives from these folktales.” 
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With The Rise of Sivagami, a take-off from 
the Baahubali movies, Anand Neelkantan 
has taken one more step in creating a 
popular genre for alternative narratives 
of popular tales
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Subaltern’s Tales
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s our SUV races on the Sharjah-Kalba high-
way to Khorfakkan, a coastal town nestling 
on Sharjah’s fringes, an expansive view un-
furls like an ornamental rug. To our left, the 
Shumayliyah Mountains soar to 3,356 ft. 
Peppered with wadis (valleys) and dramat-
ic and photogenic gorges and canyons, 
they offer a counterpoint to the catatonic 
desert. To our right, the Indian Ocean lies 
cupped against a crescent of golden sand, 
its water as blue as Paul Newman’s eyes. 
Fluffy cotton candy clouds scud low across 
the horizon. 

Khorfakkan — or the Creek of Two Jaws 
in Arabic — has a dreamy setting. Silhou-
etted against a picturesque bay along the 
Gulf of Oman and the strategically impor-
tant Strait of Hormuz, it is hemmed in by 
jagged mountains. Wadi Beih — touted as 
the Grand Canyon of the UAE — is an ad-
venture hotspot offering camping and 
hiking trails.  

Though a part of Sharjah, and just a 
three-hour drive from the emirate city, 
Khorfakkan seems a world away from its 
hubbub. And in many ways, it is. With a 
tiny population of 4,000, and none of the 
tangible trappings of sheikhdom (ano-
dyne malls, flashy sedans, skyscrapers), it 

offers a blissful antidote to the UAE’s more 
commercial pleasures. Glittering aquama-
rine waters, the mangrove forest of Kalba 
and the oasis town of Dhaid greet you 
here. As one of the world’s leading con-
tainer trans-shipment ports, shipping 
lines seeking easy access to the UAE hin-
terland have to pass through Khorfakkan. 

Something to Dive Into
Halfway into our journey, we cross the 
town of Dibba where the rugged Hajar 
Mountains appear even closer. At their 
foothills glints the mighty desert, home to 
the itinerant Bedouin tribe. Guide Shaada 
points to a palatial house perched among 
the rocky outcrops facing the ocean where 
dolphins prance. This is the abode of Shar-
jah’s ruler Sultan bin Muhammad Al-Qasi-
mi, she explains.

A little further down the bituminised 
road, we stop to pay homage at the Al Bidi-

yah Mosque, UAE’s oldest shrine. The 
mosque was built in the 15th century, 
using local stones and bricks, Shaada 
explains, as we perambulate the dun-
coloured structure with four squat, 
helical domes.

Khorfakkan’s rich history dates as 
far back as second century BC — the evi-

dence of which has been found in local 
graves and artefacts that have been un-
earthed. Scholars note that the town’s sce-
nic beauty and strategic heft attracted 
hordes of invaders, including the adventur-
ous Portuguese and Omanis from the 15th 
to 17th centuries. Over the years, however, 
peace has prevailed in Khorfakkan and it 
has continued to develop organically 
around the container port which also pow-
ers its economy.

Despite its splendid seclusion, Khorfak-
kan offers plenty of activities to dive into 
(some quite literally). You can swim, kayak, 
canoe, snorkel, scuba dive, fish, sunbathe, 
hike or picnic. The nearby Shark Island and 
its refreshingly undeveloped coastline not 
only possess raw glamour but also some of 
the best dive and snorkelling sites, thanks 
to numerous coral outcrops. 

The ocean of deep jewel tones around 
Snoopy Island showcases a fascinating 
netherworld of sea turtles, parrot fish, 
clown fish, cuttlefish and some of the 
world’s most colourful coral. With the 
convergence of warm and cold currents, 
the ocean’s rich plankton soup attracts 
sharks, manta rays as well as blue whales. 
The coral reefs attract a heavy footfall of 
divers from all over the world with a wel-
ter of hotels and resorts offering snorkel-
ling and scuba-diving packages.

We stroll on the serene Khorfakkan 
beach silhouetted against the sheltered 
backdrop of the magnificent Hajar Moun-
tains. A gently blowing zephyr adds a touch 
of whimsy to the evening.    

We leave Khorfakkan contemplating the 
intriguing dynamic between man and na-
ture. For, in the town’s iridescent ocean, its 
exotic marine life and majestic mountains, 
I found myself reinforced in my belief that 
while human culture may be full of the 
marvellous, it is in nature that one truly 
finds the sublime. 

A
:: Neeta Lal

The historic town of Khorfakkan bordering the 
Gulf of Oman is not just Instagram-worthy but is 
also a haven for adventure lovers
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hink northeastern food, and the fare that comes first 
to mind is the much-touted — and, of late, much-vili-
fied — momo, right? Well, it shouldn’t. Momos may be 
devoured by Nagas, Manipuris, Mizos and others 
from the seven sisters (and one brother), but it’s not 
quite a northeastern staple. Pigeon-holing momos at 
the vanguard of traditional NE cuisine is akin to label-
ling vada pav as a Maharashtrian flagship food or idli 
sambar as “south Indian”. A lot else figures higher up 
the food hierarchy (bharli vangi or avial, to begin 
with). But at least the vada pav and idli can trace their 
origins back to Maharashtra, and Tamil Nadu and Kar-
nataka, respectively. The momo took shape in Tibet. 

Since February 2015, Delhi-based culinary ex-
pert Sneha Saikia has been trying to dispel a rash of 
misconceptions among city slickers about north-
eastern food, including its apparent lack of palata-

:: Ishani Duttagupta
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Beyond 
the Momo
Forget the stereotypes, northeastern 
cuisine is a smorgasbord of unique 
ingredients, flavours and recipes

bility, as a few in a social media discussion seemed to believe. 
Saikia, who is from Assam, teamed up with chef and restau-
rateur Karen Yepthomi who runs Dzukou, a restaurant for 
Nagaland cuisine in Delhi’s Hauz Khas , for a pop-up on As-
samese cuisine there. 

“There is a certain demographic  in Delhi that is enthusiastic 
about exploring food from different parts of India and open to 
Northeast cuisine,” says Saikia who has since been doing pop-
ups at different restaurants across the NCR since then. Yet, de-
spite having travelled through India and studying in different 
schools — her father was an army man — Saikia has faced bully-
ing because of the food that people from her native state eat. 

The NE Palate
“I travel to Guwahati and my family village at least three times a 
year and have explored the different cuisines of my state, in-
cluding the tribal fare. For my pop-up offerings, I have intro-
duced unique ingredients from the region such as jute, cane, 
red-ant eggs and silkworms. I meticulously source everything 
from Assam to ensure quality,” she says. 

Typically, her pop-ups are for 45-50 people, priced at ̀ 1,500-
`2,000 per person, and 
include both vegetarian 
and non-vegetarian reci-
pes from Assam such as 
bhoja maas with bhut 
jolokia chutney (fried 
small fish with a bhoot 
jolokia sauce); tora 
phool aru haanhor koni 
bhaji (moringa stir-fried 
with duck eggs); khorisa 
alu-pitika (mashed pota-
to with bamboo shoots); 
haanh kumura (duck 
cooked with ash gourd) 
and mosur dali aru ko-
mola pitika  (steamed 
and mashed red lentils 
with oranges). Bhut 
jolokia aka the ghost 
pepper was certified the 
hottest chilli pepper on 
the planet by The Guin-

“People in Delhi are hesi-
tant to accept certain 
ethnic items on our 
menu because those are 
very different from the 
food in this part of India”

“Menu-wise we have the 
same hand-picked dish-
es, many of which came 
from the family kitchens 
of previous owners who 
are from Meghalaya and 
Tibet”  — Joy Singh

Binita Chamling | 30

Organic food consultant

Set up Nimtho, a Sikkimese
restaurant in 2016

Joy Singh | 32

Rahul Kundan  | 33

Popular items on menu:
Mutton ko rass (Mutton and 
lentil soup)
Tareko Matcha (fried boneless basa 
fish in traditional Nepali spice marinade)
Chicken Choila (char-grilled chicken 
tossed with ginger, garlic and coriander)

Restaurateurs

Relaunched Yeti, The 
Himalayan Kitchen with 
Nepali, Tibetan, Bhuta-
nese & Sikkimese food

Popular items on menu:
Shabalay (Tibetan meat-
filled pie available in 
chicken, mutton, pork 
and buff variants)
Momos (in aloo, chicken 
and buff variants)
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ness World Records. It is cultivated mainly in Nagaland, As-
sam and Arunachal Pradesh.

Like Saikia, there are others from the Northeast who have 
been taunted for the food they eat. “The most outrageous 
thing I’ve heard is: ‘Northeast mein toh kutte honge hi nahi 
shaayad?’ When I asked why, he said audaciously, ‘Sab toh 
tum log kha gaye honge.’ Even in 21st century, I’m amazed to 
find people who think we eat raw meat and wild leaves,” 
says Akum Imchen, a student from Nagaland, who is prepar-
ing for the civil services examination in Delhi.

Nishi Gohain, a student from Assam, says his landlady was 
apprehensive about leasing out the apartment. “Before I 
shifted, she strictly warned me against cooking any sort of 
‘weird’ meat, bamboo shoots or akhuni (fermented soya-
bean). She said neighbours would complain if I cooked any-
thing that smells ‘foul’ or ‘unappetising’. 
Whatever that means.”

Mary Lalboi, a teacher from Manipur 
who moved to Delhi 15 years back to 
start Rosang, feels that recent debates 
about banning momos — which is today 
a favourite street food across India — is 
a waste of time. “Momos represent new 
trends in food in metros and along with 
snacks from other parts of India also 
show that people of this country are be-
coming more inclusive about food and 
culture,” says Lalboi, who recently re-
launched her restaurant in south Delhi 
with an expanded menu with signature 
dishes from all the eight northeastern 
states. She feels that, rather than meats 
and other non-vegetarian fare, the 
problem that many people in Delhi 
have with her northeastern cuisine is 
the unfamiliar aromas linked to unique 
ingredients from the region and the 
process of fermentation that is an im-
portant part of the cuisine. “Even 
though beef and buffalo meat are com-
mon ingredients in our cuisine, I have 
kept it out of the menu at Rosang be-
cause I respect the sentiments of many 
of my friends, customers and neigh-
bours over the years in Delhi — Punjab-
is, Jats, Gujjars and Biharis — who have 
always come forward to support me in 
my business venture and other issues. 
It is because of them that I could survive 
in this city.” However, she is not willing 
to compromise on the unique flavours 
of the Northeast. “I will not change the 
flavour of the traditional thukpa soup, 
for instance, even if many people from 
north India find it too bland; however, I 
have created many appetisers and sauc-
es using spices and chillies from the 
Northeast since we don’t have the con-
cept of small eats,” she says.

Melting Pot
Assamese actor Adil Hus-
sain, a regular at Rosang 
and a home cook himself, 
believes social media plat-
forms are playing an im-
portant part in helping 
people understand and 
accept northeastern cui-
sine. “There are many in 
Delhi who want to under-
stand different cultures, 
including the northeast-
ern ones. For them, food 
provides an easy access to 
the region without having 
to travel. Restaurants such 
as Rosang are a celebra-
tion of India’s plurality 
and diversity.”

Yeti, The Himalayan 
Kitchen, a favourite 
hangout for Nepali, Tibet-
an, Bhutanese and Sik-
kimese food, is back at Hauz 
Khas Village since April, af-
ter it was shut down for over a year.  “Menu-wise we have 
changed nothing and have the same hand-picked dishes, 
many of which came from the family kitchens of previous 
owners,” says entrepreneur Joy Singh who, along with Ra-
hul Kundan, owns the lounge bar Raasta. The duo are the 
new owners of Yeti which had been set up by Ardahun Pinky 
Passah from Meghalaya and Tenzing Sonam, a Tibetan, in 
2012. And even though the basic menu remains the same, 
Singh and his team are open to new ideas that come from 
many of the guests. 

Momos inevitably feature 
prominently on Yeti’s menu and 
come in aloo, chicken, mutton 
and buff variations. “Our chefs, 
many of whom are from Nepal, 
are given a free-hand with all the 
spices, plating and recipes. We, 
however, ensure that everything 
is freshly produced in our kitchen, 
including the dough for the mo-
mos,” explains Prashant Singh, 
the food & beverages consultant 
for the restaurant. The aloo or po-
tato momo, a Yeti innovation, is 
the most popular variant accord-
ing to him, with not too many tak-

ers for the buff dishes. Some of the classic favourites from 
Tibet, Nepal, Bhutan and Sikkim include choila, gyuma, 
Nepali thali, thukpa, mushroom in black bean sauce, gun-
druk curry and steamed bread with cheese sauce.

Nagaland’s Kitchen, probably the first northeastern eat-
ery in Delhi set up seven years back, started as a restaurant 
that catered to northeasterners living in the capital. “Now 
we also attract expats, including Japanese and Koreans. Our 
pork dishes prepared with raja mircha are a big hit,” says 

Sumit Kumar, operations manager 
at Nagaland’s Kitchen. While most 
spices and specialty items includ-
ing chilli, bamboo shoot, yam 
leaves and fermented soyabean are 
sourced regularly from Dimpaur, 
Kumar who has been with the res-
taurant and is a vegetarian, has in-
troduced a smoked dish with mixed 
vegetables and Naga spices. The 
restaurant offers catering services 
and delivery of northeastern deli-
cacies across NCR. Boxing champi-
on Mary Kom is a regular visitor to 
Nagaland’s Kitchen and recently 
had a party catered by them at her 
home.

Binita Chamling, an organic 
food consultant and entrepre-
neur, turned restaurateur last 
year with Sikkimese restaurant 
Nimtho in south Delhi’s GK 1 part-
ly because she found synergies 
between her Organic Sikkim busi-
ness through which she sells or-
ganic products and a café format 
restaurant. “While beef is not on 
the menu of any restaurants out-

side the Northeast and restaurant owners abide by the 
law of the land, people in Delhi are hesitant to accept cer-
tain ethnic items on our menu because they are very dif-
ferent from the food in this part of India,” she says. These 
include sisnu, a Sikkimese nettle soup made from forest 
products, and wacheepa, a rice-based dish garnished 
with burnt chicken feathers. “Both these dishes are 
healthy options and made with organic products follow-
ing the recipe handed down generations in Sikkim,” ex-
plains Chamling. 

Despite Delhiites being slow in accepting the new kind 
of cuisine from her home state, Chamling still feels the 
capital is a melting pot of different cultures. Except for 
that occasional apprehension of what else could be lurk-
ing in that pot. 
 With additional inputs from Joyshree Baruah
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“I have created appe-
tisers and sauces 
using spices and 
chillies from the 
Northeast since we 
don’t have the con-
cept of small eats”

“I have explored 
different cuisines of 
my state, including 

the tribal fare, for my 
pop-up offerings and 
introduced different 

unique ingredients 
from the region”

Mary Lalboi | 41

Teacher from Manipur

Set up northeastern 
eatery Rosang in 2003

Popular items on menu:
Khazing-Paknam (Manipuri 
baked shrimp cake wrapped in 
turmeric/banana leaf)
Iromba Insang (vegetable curry 
with fish paste from Manipur)
Dohneiihong (Pork cooked 
with black sesame paste 
from Meghalaya)

Popular items on menu:
Rongalao bor (pump-
kin flower fritters)
Pura kukura & pudina 
chutney(roasted chick-
en with mint sauce)
Bhoja maas & bhut 
jolokia chutney (small 
fried fish with bhut 
jolokia sauce)

(Clockwise from left) Pork thali, pork ribs, and chicken bamboo-

shoot gravy at Nagaland’s Kitchen. The restaurant uses ingredi-

ents such as bamboo shoots, yam leaves and fermented soya-

beans, all sourced from Dimapur

A S H WA N I  N A G PA L

Sneha Saikia | 40

Culinary researcher from Assam

Started pop-ups in 2015
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Dolly the sheep
She was the world’s first 

mammal produced by cloning. 

Instead of being the product 

of a fertilised egg, her DNA 

material was taken from the 

cell of another sheep. Dolly 

was cloned in 1996 and 

lived a normal life until she 

was euthanised in 2003. 

The Roslin Institute 

researchers who did the 

cloning tried to patent Dolly, 

her offspring, and the process of 

cloning her. However, the institute 

was only allowed to patent the 

process used in cloning Dolly

WEEKLY VECTOR  Digital Competitiveness
Here are the top countries in World Digital Competitiveness 2017:  

Compiled by the IMD World Competitiveness Center, scores are based on countries’ ability to adopt and explore digital technologies leading to transformation in government practices, business models and society in general; India is ranked 51st

100
SINGAPORE
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95.41
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94.5295.02
DENMARKFINLAND

93.22
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92.13 91.99 54. 36
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Source :  l i s tverse . com,  an ima l lawsec t in .o rg

Legally Owned
The United States Patent and Trademark Office “considers non-naturally occurring, 

nonhuman, multi-cellular living organisms, including animals, to be patentable subject 
matter”. Here are some of the famous living creatures that were patented:

Source :  menta l f loss . com,  towerofp i sa . com

ABOUT THE PISA

The Tower is famous for its prominent 

tilt to one side. The foundations were 

built on soft subsoil which had difficulty 

supporting the tower’s weight (14,500 

tonnes). When the second storey was 
started, the lean became noticeable and 
only got worse as construction continued

It is 8 stories high — 183.27 ft on the 

low side and 185.93 ft on the high side

Construction started in 1173 and was 
completed in 1372. Work was stopped 
and restarted twice over those 199 years

The tower’s design has 
widely been attributed 
to Guglielmo and 
Bonanno Pisano. 
However recent studies 
suggest architect 
Diotisalvi may have 
also been involved

Seven bells sit 

in the bell-

chamber at the 

top of the 

tower, one bell 
for each note of 
the musical 
major scale

The entire Cathedral Square was declared 
a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1987

OncoMouse
This is the world’s first patented 

animal. Created to study the 

formation and treatment of cancer 

in humans, Harvard University 

was granted a patent in April 1988 

for the OncoMouse, which was 

classified as a “Transgenic Non-

Human Mammal”. Later, Harvard 

licensed it to chemical company 

DuPont, which had been involved 

in its development. The patent 

generated some controversy 

among animal rights activists, who 

questioned the morality of 

patenting a living creature

Pseudomonas Bacteria
A new species of oil spill–

eating Pseudomonas bacteria 

was the first genetically 

modified creature ever 

patented. It was made by 

inserting into a single species 

the DNA from four species of 

oil spill–eating bacteria in the 

Pseudomonas genus

GloFish
The GloFish is the world’s first 

genetically modified pet. It is a 

patented zebra-fish that glows under 

ultraviolet light. Initially, the GloFish 

was not made as a pet but 

as a sort of 

biological 

instrument to detect 

water pollution. The 

first GloFish was made by 

Singaporean scientists who wanted 

fish that glowed whenever the water 

they inhabited was polluted

AquAdvantage Salmon
This is the first patented and 

genetically modified salmon that 

has been approved by the FDA for 

commercial production and 

consumption. A product of 

AquaBounty Technologies, it is made 

by adding genes to an Atlantic 

salmon from the Pacific Chinook and 

the ocean pout. The result is a GM 

salmon that grows two times faster 

than regular salmon

Construction of the Leaning 
Tower in Pisa broke ground 
on August 9, 1173. Check out 
some interesting facts about 
the bell tower in Italy:

A WEEKLY DOSE OF QUICK, QUIRKY AND TRENDY INFORMATION
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JALEBI, MY SWEET ART
What’s the secret behind its wild, juicy circles? Where does it come from? 

From the zoolabiya of ancient Persia to the exquisite Sindhi ghevar, the jalebi comes full circle 
Text & Illustration: Anirban Bora

After having her first bite of the beautiful jalebi, Sheena, my 
calorie-conscious German friend, asked me a question that
immediately transported me to my childhood

But how do they 
manage to put the juice 

inside this tricky, 
spirally pastry? Exactly the same 

question bobbed in  
my mind in my 

childhood

Munching on the typical north Kolkatan jolkhabar (breakfast) of kulhad chai, shingara and jilipi (Bengali for jalebi),  
Bishubabu, our old retired schoolmaster friend, would have contributed to this discussion with a detailed recipe:  

How?

Refined flour 
and dahi are 
mixed with 
water, and 
constant 
beating  

results in a 
thick, 

smooth paste

An art 
nonethe-

less...

The paste 
is left to 

ferment for 
approximately 

8 hours

According to Satyajit Datta, the sweets 
entrepreneur of Delhi’s CR Park...

Jalebi is mentioned by a 
Jain writer in 1450 AD 

and in 17th 
century literature like 

Bhojanakutuhala 
and the Sanskrit work 

Gunyagunabodhini

It is safe to say that 
it has been in India for 
more than 500 years

With time, the sweet became synonymous 
with celebrations in India 

The Madhuri Dixit 
of jalebis

Tamil Nadu and Bihar 
also love to have jhangiri 

during Holi 

I can burn 
with happiness now

The 
combination of 

fafda-jalebi is
enjoyed by Gujaratis  

during Dussehra 

But, seriously speaking, 
who really needs an 

occasion? Be it with dahi or 
rabri, thandai or ice cream, 

honey or samosa chai, fafda 
or kadhi, or just by itself, 

the  jalebi is nonpareil.
Bon appetit!

In 500 years, jalebi has 
morphed into 
many avatars

It was made during 
Ramzan and 

distributed to the poor

Jalebi arrived in India with 
the Persian-speaking Turkish 
invaders, and soon became a 

prominent part of the 
culinary culture

Bubbles on 
the surface of 

the paste 
indicate that 

the mix is 
ready

The paste is 
poured into 
a bag with a 
small hole, 

and the 
spiral 

pattern of  
the dough is 

drawn on 
boiling hot 

oil 

Finally the 
crisp, deep-
fried swirls 
are dunked 
in saffron-

mixed sugar 
syrup 

The trick is in the 
specially created 

jalebi kadai

3 inch

13th 
century

Though the roots of 
the jalebi are difficult to 

trace, one has to go to 
ancient Persia where 

there was a sweet 
known as zoolabiya 

or zulebia Jalebi bai 

(Aha)

Jalebi 
bai

THE AVATARS PHOREN AVATARS
JALEBA 

A true heavyweight in the 
family, a jaleba weighs as 

much as 300 grams and are 
famously found in the night 

markets of Indore

PANI WALALU 

(SRI LANKA)

Pani walalu is the 
Sri Lankan version  

made with undu 
(urad) and rice flour

 AFRICA

The Arabian sweet 
spread to African 

countries like Algeria, 
Tunisia and Libya and 

we see them in a honey-
soaked avatar

PANEER JALEBI

Less crispy and heavy; 
the trick is to add crushed 
paneer to the jalebi batter

CHANAR JILIPI

Popular in Bengal, this sweet is 
more a pantua (Bengali gulab 
jamun) in the form of jalebi

MAWA JALEBI

Crumbled mawa is mashed and 
mixed with milk. After 1 hour, 

this is added to the regular mix-
ture of maida and dahi, and the 
rest of the process is the same

IMARTI OR JHANGIRI

A traditional sweet made 
with urad dal 

 So many 
variations are 

found in Turkey, 
Cyprus and 

Greece

Some believe 
in the medicinal  
qualities of milk 

and jalebis in 
curing migraine

They keep 
getting unbelievable 
cholesterol levels in 

test results

The decorative Sindhi 
ghevar is eaten 

with thandai 
during Holi 
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WHAT ABOUT OYSTERS?
Now you can buy fresh oysters 
straight out of a vending machine. In 
France.

YOU MEAN IT DISPENSES OYSTERS?
Yes. Now, on France's Île de Ré (an 
island off the country's west coast), 
seafood lovers can get oysters any 
time of day from a 24-hour oyster 
vending machine.

BUT WHY VENDING MACHINES?
In the hope of selling more of the 
delicacy outside business hours.

WHO CAME UP WITH THE IDEA?
Local oyster farmers Brigitte and 
Tony Berthelot. They have been 
running an oyster farm on the island 
since 1987. 

WHAT ABOUT THESE MACHINES?
Like most traditional vending 
machines, this one provides you with 
plenty of options — offering selections 
of varying types, sizes and quantities 
of oysters, each packed in small 
wooden boxes. Each compartment 
boasts a large window for you to get 

a peek at what's available, and you 
can even buy accoutrements like 
sauces and oyster crackers.

IS IT SAFE?
The idea of eating oysters from a 
vending machine may make one feel 
a little queasy but thankfully, the 
Berthelots restock their machines 
every day, and the oysters are sold 
closed.

WHAT ABOUT THE PAYMENT?
Customers use their bank card for 
access, opening the door of their 

choice from a range of carton sizes 
and oyster types.

THIS IS NEW!
For oysters, yes. But Paris already has 
a vending machine that sells high-
quality raw meat. San Francisco has a 
vending machine that sells freshly 
baked baguettes. New Orleans got a 
champagne vending machine that 
sells $20 bottles of Moët & Chandon. 

SOPHISTICATED FARE!
Yes, to satisfy our most extravagant 
cravings on-demand.

A wallet is probably one of the essentials 
you carry all the time. This also means 
that it is among the things most likely 

lost or stolen. Voyager by Cuir Ally is a smart 
wallet that aims to help you get your 
wallet back. 

Made of pure leather, the Voyager 
is slightly larger than the average wal-
let but it still fits perfectly in the back 
pocket of your trousers/jeans. The 
makers have taken into account the 
requirements of most users: it has 
several quick access credit/debit card 
slots, two hidden slots for cards that 
are seldom used, a pasport holder, a 
hidden slot for an ID card, SIM card 

slot, SIM ejector tool, slot to store your extra/in-
ternational SIM card and a compact pen in the 
centre of the wallet. The only thing they couldn't 
fit was a dedicated coin pocket.

Coming to the smart features. There is a 
Chipolo Plus tracker placed inside it. You need 
to install the Chipolo app (available for iOS & 
Android) and then pair it with the tracker. Once 
you have done this,  the tracker can help you 
find your wallet if you misplace it. Open the 
app, select the tracker and you can use it to ring 
the tracker to find your wallet. You can also 
view the approximate location of the tracker on 
the app. If you misplace your phone, you can 
double-click the tracker from the wallet to ring 
your smartphone. Keep in mind that the vol-
ume of the tracker ring is not very loud but it 
still increases the chances of recovering a lost 
wallet if you act quickly. We found Voyager to 
be a very handy (and high-quality) offering for 
those who often tend to lose or forget their wal-
let. It is currently being funded on www.fue-
ladream.com and has already crossed its fund-
ing goal. —Karan Bajaj

As we go 
about our 
lives, we 

forget to stop 
and think about 
all the things we 
are grateful for. 
Short of sound-
ing preachy, 
that’s the basic 
premise of this 

app. You create cards where you write 
down what you’re grateful for: could 
be your family, friends, job, house and 
so on. You can add tags, captions and 

photos on each card. They’re all 
saved within the app in a simple, 
material design format. The idea is 
that writing them down (and pos-
sibly re-reading them) encourages 
good vibes and positivity. Reviews 
on the Play Store has an overall 
rating of 4.7. While the app itself is 
free, you can pay ̀ 180 via in-app 
purchase to unlock three extra fea-
tures: the ability to show your note 
cards in the phone's notification 
panel, a homescreen widget with 
your cards and a daily reminder to 

write down something you are grate-
ful for.  —Hitesh Raj Bhagat

TypeShift is 
a new word 
game that 

has you spinning 
columns of let-
ters up and down 
to find words. 
You are present-
ed with a bunch 
of letters — as 
you find a word, 

each letter that forms your word turns 
green. You have to make all the letters 

green before advancing to the next 
round. Obviously, it starts off sim-
ple and there are multiple free 
packs as well as daily challenges to 
complete for free. When you get 
stuck, a few hints will auto-align 
some letters. Hints are limited, so 

you can watch a video to get 5 hints or 
buy more within the game. When you 
run through all the free packs, you can 
buy more for ̀ 80 to ̀ 160. Any single 
purchase you make removes ads for-
ever, unlocks the ability to see de-
tailed stats and lets you theme your 
backgrounds. Interestingly, the words 
are compiled from Merriam-Webster 
dictionary. Just in case you want to 
trust it enough for the serious busi-
ness of expanding your vocabulary. 
 —Hitesh Raj Bhagat
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