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As the world fights the
menace of a new crown
shaped virus named

COVID-19 that has disrupted the
global order, brands have also
jumped on to the bandwagon
to ‘educate,’ stay visible and rel-
evant and, express solidarity
with consumers in the midst of
a global crisis. 

Hygiene brands stepped in
early, with warnings and advi-
sories on how to conduct one-
self. Reckitt Benckiser has
launched a Paigham-e-Sehat
(message of health) campaign
around its brand Dettol. The
company said that it hopes to
drive behaviour change among
its target audience and is trying
to reach out to 550,000 Madrasa
schools across the country. Ravi
Bhatnagar, director External
Affairs and Partnerships, RB
Health India, said, “This year
we are focusing on driving
behaviour change through col-
lective community efforts. I
strongly believe that this effort
would help boost the move-
ment we have gathered to reach
the desired goal of overall clean-
liness and health.”

Sanitiser, disinfectant,
health and wellness brands
have a huge role to play in such
times say several companies
and brand experts, as they can
keep the panic down, and of
course, strike some business
gains in the process. But clean-
liness is on the mind of non-
hygiene brands too. Amul,
Zomato, Jio Cinema are among

some that have used their social
media handles to talk cleanli-
ness as the antidote to a virus
that still has no cure. 

Restaurants and foodtech
brands are using their online
channels to emphasise upon the
safety protocol that they follow,
hoping to keep customers com-
ing back and their businesses
running. Sandeep Goyal, chief
mentor, Indian Institute of
Human Brands (IIHB) said,
“First and foremost it is no
laughing matter. So humour,
howsoever subtle, is just com-
pletely a no-no. Tone and con-
tent needs to be informative,
positive and optimistic.”

Tech brands and social
media giants have stepped in to

warn people against misinfor-
mation campaigns and open up
the flow of conversations in cri-
sis-hit countries. On Twitter’s
timeline, for instance, a post
reads: “We want to help you
access credible information,
especially when it comes to
public health. We’ve adjusted
our search prompt in key coun-
tries across the globe to feature
authoritative health sources
when you search for terms
related to #coronavirus.”

Google’s Sundar Pichai has
used his social media handles
to convey his company’s
efforts at fighting the crisis.
“We want to help businesses
and schools impacted by
COVID-19 stay connected:

starting this week, we’ll roll out
free access to our advanced
Hangouts Meet video-confer-
encing capabilities through
July 1, 2020 to all G Suite cus-
tomers globally,” he wrote. 

One of the most impacted,
the travel and tourism industry,
is dealing with a crisis of far big-
ger proportions than the rest.
Not only must they offer a warn-
ing and advisory against travel,
thereby taking a hit on their
business, but they also have to
ensure that the crisis does not
snap the ties that they have built
with their consumers. 

Rajesh Magow, group CEO,
MakeMyTrip said, “The gov-
ernment’s decision to cancel all
visas, with a few exemptions, is
timely. It is critical to take
account of inflow of persons
from 110 affected countries.”
While the firm did not quantify
the impact on its business, it
admitted to a slowdown that
would hit the upcoming school
holidays season. Both IndiGo

and SpiceJet have (follow-
ing the DGCA order) said
that they would not charge
any fees for changing travel
dates. At the same time, they
are assuring passengers of
clean aircraft, trained
ground and flight staff and a
commitment to battle the
crisis at hand. 

Some brands are keeping
the tone light, Amul’s topical
posters focus on cleanliness
but in its typical style, with a

witty turn of phrase. One said,
‘Better saaf (clean) than sorry!’
Fintech brand Paytm pitched
for online transactions, ‘Stay
Safe #Paytm Karo’ it said. Food
delivery app Zomato asked peo-
ple to wash their hands before a
meal. Its Twitter communique
was written in tiny font, so that
one had to zoom and read, just
as one would easily miss out the
‘tiny germs’ if one didn’t clean
up well or follow the requisite
guidelines. 

Amidst all this hype and
rush, Goyal felt that it was
important to abstain from put-
ting out information that is
unsubstantiated. “Brands either
need to be part of a possible
solution or maintain a dignified
silence,” he said.

Brands pickup
the viral trail
From advisories and warnings to smart witticisms,
brands across categories are reaching out to consumers
over the shadow of Covid-19 

(Top) Amul has many ads on the
virus, while Netflix and
Maharashtra have used humour
and visual imagery to get the message across 

Markets on crash course
Experts said investors are perceiving the
central bank’s actions as desperate
attempts to provide some cushion to the
market, which is undergoing one of the
worst meltdowns in history. “Investors
have interpreted the actions by various
central banks as a sign that the COVID-19
impact on the global economy could be far
worse than initially thought, and central
banks are not left with too many bullets,”
said Abhiram Eleswarapu, head of India
equity research, BNP Paribas. 

Holland said: “Probably, we need a
stronger response from the government in
terms of fiscal measures to calm the mar-
kets, we are going to go through this volatile
mood as the number of fresh cases peak.” 

Currently, the benchmark indices are
down 25 per cent from their record highs
logged in mid-January. On Friday, the
domestic markets had rebounded 16 per
cent from intra-day lows. However, the
relief proved to be short-lived. 

FPIs on Monday sold shares worth
~3,809 crore, extending their one-month
selloff to ~50,000 crore. Domestic institu-
tional investors continued to provide buy-
ing support. They net-bought shares worth
~2,614 crore on Monday.  Markets experts
say investors should brace for more volatil-
ity and corrections due to the economic
uncertainty caused by the pandemic.
“Markets could likely remain volatile until
the incidence of new cases globally has
peaked. This process could take a few weeks
or even months, using the examples of
countries like China and Korea, which seem
to have been successful in controlling new
cases,” said Eleswarapu. 

RBI: Don’t rush to...
Das said the RBI had enough instruments
for use if needed — they would be deployed
at a time that would maximise impact. He
also indicated the next rate cut might not
come before the first week of April, when
the Monetary Policy Committee is to meet.
An out-of-turn meet is possible, though.
Rather, the governor and his deputies took
the opportunity to allay worries on YES
Bank.  The moratorium placed on with-
drawal of deposits from the stricken lender
gets lifted at 6 pm on Wednesday. The gov-
ernor requested depositors not to be in a
hurry to withdraw, as “never in the history
of banks (in India) have depositors lost
their money. The point is, depositors’ mon-
ey is absolutely safe.” 

SBI Chairman Rajnish Kumar said the
statements on YES Bank by the RBI gover-
nor will "reassure the markets further",
while the additional liquidity through
LTRO and swap transactions "will ensure
the twin objectives of further compression
in term structure of interest rates and
ensuring dollar liquidity." 

On the impact of COVID-19 , Das said
India, while not immune, is not directly
linked to the global supply chain that has
got hit the most. RBI, he said, is in the
process of ascertaining the impact the virus
could have on the economy. He said they’d
been taking “calibrated measures” to boost
confidence, with the markets having indi-
cated liquidity was comfortable. Banks have
been asked to encourage more of digital
payments as ‘social distancing’ becomes
the norm. While the RBI has “several poli-
cy instruments at its command and stands
ready to use them”, such a response can
“neither be premature, nor delayed”, so that
optimum impact is achieved, the governor
said.  “I don’t rule out anything. Depending

on the evolving situation, RBI
will take appropriate action,” the
governor said.

Central bank injects dollars 
ON Monday, the Reserve Bank
(RBI) conducted $2-billion in sell-
buy swaps to increase availabili-
ty of dollars in the market. The
total of 19 bids received amount-
ed to $4.67 bn, while the cut-off
premium was 156 p. It will con-
duct another swap of $2 bn on
the coming Monday, Das said.
The RBI will also be infusing ~1
trillion of liquidity in the system
through long-term repo opera-
tions (LTRO), the first tranche of
which would be on Wednesday
for ~25,000 crore. The duration of
the LTRO will be three years.    

DoT moves SC...
The petition has also told the
court that the companies be
allowed to pay the unpaid or
remaining dues in annual
installments spread over 20
years, ‘’duly protecting the net
present value of the said dues
using a discount rate of 8 per cent
(based on one year marginal cost
of lending rate of SBI).’’

“Interest on unpaid amount,
penalty and interest on penalty
in relation to the past dues as on

the date of the judgement of the SC (October
24, 2019) will not be levied beyond the date
of the said judgement,” a source said quot-
ing the petition.

However, the DOT’s plea said the telcos
shall continue to be liable for interest, penal-
ty and interest on penalty for unpaid dues
of licence fee and spectrum usage charges,
which arise prospectively after the SC judge-
ment of October 24, 2019.

In the October 2019 verdict, the SC had
upheld the government's position on
including revenue from non-core busi-
nesses in calculating the annual AGR of
telecom companies, a share of which is paid
as licence and spectrum fee to the excheq-
uer. Sources said the DoT may have sought
a relaxed payment schedule for the com-
panies for as long as 20 years, but there
were licences that expire much before that
time period.

Deferring a hearing on the plea (modi-
fication petition) by mobile carriers such
as Airtel and Vodafone Idea for extension in
the payment schedule, SC on February 14
had asked companies to deposit their past
dues for spectrum and licences immedi-
ately. The modification plea was scheduled
for a hearing on March 17. 

Newrules setto clamp...
For this purpose, the government has pro-
posed to insert a definition for ongoing proj-
ects — “a multi-year project undertaken by
a company in fulfillment of its CSR obliga-
tion having timelines not exceeding three
years excluding the financial year in which
it was commenced…” 

Companies in a separate form will have
to provide the details of CSR amount spent
or unspent for the preceding three financial
years, according to the proposed rules. 

“These rules are complex but should
bring greater scrutiny and transparency to
make sure laws are not abused by anyone,”
said Ankit Singhi, partner, Corporate
Professionals. 

The proposed rules also require that the
chief financial officer or the person respon-
sible for financial management to certify
that the CSR funds have been utilised for
the purpose and in the manner approved by
the board of a company. 

The responsibility of the CSR committee
has also gone up for formulating and rec-
ommending to the board an action plan in
pursuance of its CSR policy.

It is also proposed to insert a new pro-
vision relating to the impact assessment
of CSR projects undertaken by the com-
pany. It will be applicable on a company
having the obligation of spending an
average CSR amount of ~5 crore or more
in the three immediately preceding
financial years.

As recommended by a high-level com-
mittee on CSR, the rules propose setting
up of a national CSR fund which will be
utilised for the purposes of projects in the
areas specified in Schedule VII - such as
Swachch Bharat Kosh and the Prime
Minister’s Relief Fund among others. The
guidelines and the administration of the
fund are yet to be notified. 

Also, there’s a proposal to include a new
provision relating to surplus arising from
CSR projects. The surplus shall be
ploughed back into the same project or
transferred to the unspent CSR account,
to be opened by a company.
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