The sell-off challenge
we can't afford to fail

With just a quarter of this fiscal year left, India’s PSU disinvestment target looks daunting.
But our fiscal gulf demands aflurry of stake sales in the next Jew months, And fresh ideas

EW government targets have ever and the UK's BP, nor India’s own Reliance
been as steep as this year'sdisinvest- | Industries expressed interest when the goy-
ment figure of T 2.1 trillion. Thisis the ermnment invited preliminary enquiries for its
sum our Union budget for 2020-21 53% stake valued at about 45,000 crore. But
had hoped to draw into central cof- at least we have the London-hased Vedarita
fers this year hy offloading chunks of Resources Plcin the fray for BPCL. As for Air
its ownership in publicsector units (PSUs). S0 | India's privatization, successive sweeleners of
far, justalittle over 1,000 crore has come in, | thedeal on offer have finally worked to attract
about one-twentieth ofthat aim. The great some interest. Apart from its ori ginal owner,
covid disruption could be hla med, but the the Tata Group, aforeign financial firm is
resultant economic crisis is also the reasonwe | reportedto have thrown its hat in the ring
Mmust put excuses aside and rise to a chal lenge | alongwith agroup ofthe airline's employees.
that this administration has had apatchy Going by the contours of other domestic deals
record on. Indeed, with just overa quarterleft | inthe air, however, the Cen tre may notbe able
this fiscal year, time s fast runningout foritto | to count on all-cash-upfront offers by private
redeem its reputation on this score. Nothing entities. Its best bet then to raise big money in
less than a flurry of action wil] do.On Tuesday, | aninstant would be LIC's IPO), Analysts reckon
finance minister Nirmala Sitharaman con- that parting with just a tenth of this insurer's
veyed the Centre’s determination. *The pace | equitycould fetch as much as 71 trillion. An
ofdisinvestment will now gainalotof momen- | internal complication had arisen over LIC's
tum,” she said. “Those [sale plans] that have | legal mandate as an organization and what div-
got cabinet approval will be taken upinallear- | idend Payouts would mean for the sharing of
nestness.” In July, she had stated that worlk was | its 'surplus’ with policyholders, but the Centre
underway on sale proposals for about 23PSUs, | should have resolved this issue by now, Last
allapproved. Among others, the list featured month, the Securities and Exchange Board of
Engineering Projects (India), Cement Corp.of | India released 4 consultation paper on easi ng
India, Bharat Earth Move rsand Pawan Hans. It | minimum -float rules for large issuers. [f2
is clear, however, that we cannot h ope Lo get tweak is made, it would grant LIC flexibility to
anywhere close to our target without hig- optimize its issue size. Even if not, our boom-
ticket sell-offs. Bharat Petroleum Corp. Ltd | ing bourses seem bullish enough to absarh
(BPCL)and Air India need to be hawked many more shares,
swiftly, evenasaninitial public offer (IPO) of The covid pandemic has strained central
shares in Life Insurance Corp. of India (LIC) is | finances so badly that there is no escape from
rolled out while stock markets are baying for big-bang asset monetization. Ifstake sales
equity supply. | prove sticky, the Centre should explore inno-
Admittedly, the goinghasnotbeen easyand | vati VE Ways to get money. It could raise a for-
may not get much easier, given the complexity | tune, for instance, by pledging a bulk ofits PSt
of the exercise. Would-be bu vers have not holdings with the Reserve Bank of India. The
surged forth. In the case of BPCL for instance, | portfolio could then be sold later, by and by, to
neither global oil majors like Sayd; Aramco square up accounts,




