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anjitPunja’s first assignment 
at Citibank 20 years ago was to 
set up an ATM network in 
India. He had no clue how an 
ATM machine looked, or 

where they were manufactured, and how 
they integrated with a bank’s back-end. 
“Still, we went ahead and did it because 
there was a lot of  independence in taking 
decisions at the bank. In many ways, we 
were working like a startup then,” re-
members Punja, who set up 
CreditMantri, a Chennai-based startup 
that suggests an individual borrower on 
ways to improve his credit score. Before 
that, he was in the US working with 
where he had worked in Citi for 23 years. 

Like Punja, armed with technology, 
some of  the bankers are stepping out of  
the regulated world of  banking to chal-
lenge, even unsettle, businesses they, as 
bankers, had once helped to grow. 
Nimble companies working in the fi-
nancial services space — such as Citrus 
Pay and Transervthat run mobile wal-
lets, online loan aggregators likeRu-
bique, online credit assessment compa-
nies such as Credit Sudhaar and 
CreditMantri -- all are led by ex-bankers 
who have cut their teeth in institutions 
like Citibank, Standard Chartered, 
HDFC Bank and ICICI Bank.

EARLY LESSONS
Indeed, most entrepreneurs, who are now 
driving the payments revolution in India 
through e-wallets and instant credits, 
have spent their formative years with 
banks. “When I was with ICICI Bank, it 
was pretty technologically advanced 
compared to its peers then. It used tech-
nology extensively not only for dealing 
with customers but also in its internal 

processes. One of  my 
last assignments was 

in the payments 
vertical… I not 

only learnt the intricacies of  payments at 
the bank, I was also exposed to the latest 
technology in that sector,” said Jitendra 
Gupta, who now runs the Mumbai-based 
payments firm Citrus Pay after spending 
eight years at ICICI Bank.

Late 90s and 2000s were years when 
Indian banking was undergoing a sea 
change. While foreign lenders like 
Citibank had introduced 24/7 banking 
by rolling out automatic teller ma-
chines (ATMs) with the tag line ‘Citi 
Never Sleeps’, private banks were try-
ing to change retail banking through 
credit cards and corporate accounts. 
Having been management executives, 
heading teams and executing projects, 
at that point in time, many who worked 
there were turning drawing board con-
cepts into reality.

Having worked in an environment 
that had the challenges of  a start-

up but the backing of  large es-
tablished brands, these execu-
tives took a leap of  faith to step 
into an exciting, though more 

uncertain, world. They were – and still 
are – banking on their ability and be-
lief  to succeed on their own. The arith-
metic was flavoured by optimism of  
youth. Many felt if  they could put in 16 
hours a day for their employers, they 
could surely put in the hard work to es-
tablish their own ventures.

Anish Williams had left Citi to start 
his own payments firm TranServ, in-
spired by PSJayakumar who quit his 
senior position in the same bank to es-
tablish his own low-cost housing unit 
before moving on to become the chief  
executive of  Bank of  Baroda. “I think 
the best thing that we were taught was 
to be bankers while being innovators 
at the same time. There was a time 
when Citibank had come out with its 
miles card with Jet Airways which got 
regular travellers at least two tickets 
free at the end of  the year. These were 
innovative products that caught the 
people’s imagination,” says Williams. 

FILLING THE GAPS
While independence at work was one of  
the major factors which shaped their 
thought processes, global brands like Citi 
gave them the exposure that later helped. 
For instance, Punja had spent years at the 
credit division of  Citibank USA. “Since I 
was spearheading use of  technology in 
collection of  dues and loan restructuring, 
I knew with minor tweaking similar 
things could be done in other countries as 
well,” says Punja. 

He returned to India to join hands with 
Gowri Mukherjee and Sudarshan R (both 
ex-bankers) to start CreditMantri, which 
talks about different modes of  credit assess-
ment and credit recovery . While great ex-
periences shaped their early thoughts 
and motivated them to turn entrepre-
neurs, the meltdown of  2008 forced bank-
ers across markets to rethink credit, re-
payment and collection. Arun 
Ramamurthy, who had worked with 
Citibank, Deutsche Bank and StandC, 
talks about how banks then went big on 
credit, and forced credit cards on people 
without educating them on risks. 

 “I was made responsible for the setting 
up of  personal banking business of  Citi 
in Chennai. We were hiring staff, training 
them even building relationships with di-
rect sales agents in order to expand the 
business. While I was not scared of  start-
ing from a scratch, I saw loss rates going 
up by 3 times, loans being disbursed with-
out a non-bureau framework and even 
the entire capital base of  the bank getting 
wiped out,” says Ramamurthy. 

Today, Ramamurthy runs his own 

company Credit Sudhaar and has au-
thored a book, ‘Unlock the Power of  
Your Credit Score’. His company is 
largely into helping people improve 
their credit scores and suggesting 
means of  repayment so that they do 
not default. 

Then infirmities in the system, inac-
cessibility of  credit, and untapped 
pockets were opportunities for some. 
Even as banks dumped cheap loans to 
some, for many credit remained as elu-
sive as ever. Loans for business expan-
sion and commercial vehicles or first 
time borrowers were never easy to 
come by. Rules, requirements and loan 
formalities differed from bank to bank 
and loan application processes were 
complex and time consuming. Sensing 
how technology could dramatically 
change lives of  customers, Manavjeet 
Singh quit his 15-year banking career 
to float Rubique, his new firm. 

Having worked with institutions such 
as Yes Bank and HDFC Bank as well 
non-banking finance companies like 
Reliance Commercial Finance, Singh 
knew the hurdles for customers as well 
as the pain points for banks. He looked 
for solutions in technology.

“Technology has the ability to simpli-
fy loan application processes, through 
e-KYC, integration with credit bureaus 
for instant checks, digital signatures. 
Banks will take time to adopt to these 
things because of  the baggage they 
carry. But for small fintech companies 
like us it’s easy. Thus as ex-bankers, we 
know how we can complement banks 
and help them get more business while 
simultaneously increasing our reve-
nue generation,” says Singh.

Compared to many other entrepre-
neurs, ex-bankers are better at han-
dling money. When they set up their 
own shops, they are careful about de-
ploying funds. “The parlance in the 
startup world might be unit econom-
ics, but we as bankers always spoke 
about branch viability, business viabil-
ity and product viability. This type of  a 
background makes investors feel se-
cure that bankers will always try to 
run a revenue generating business, 
rather than burning cash for meaning-
less customer acquisition,” says Singh.

ONCE A BANKER…
While a background in banking honed 
their skills as money managers, it could 
also make them overtly risk-averse – 
more so, in the brave new world of  start-
ups. As Shyam Srinivasan, CEO of  
Federal Bank, once said, “The challenge 
for a banker is to move away from the 
naturally conservative mindset to a 
more entrepreneurial mindset and be 
ready to take the bet. They need to under-
stand how to do it better.” He was speak-
ing in the context of  his bank floating a 
separate fund to invest in startups. 

Perhaps, another side which work to the 
disadvantage of  former bankers is their 
impatience, which occasionally border on 
arrogance that can put off  potential cli-
ents. “While Citibank taught us how to 
think innovatively and execute ideas, 
what it did not teach us was patience and 
this was something that I had to develop at-
CreditMantri, which is the key to success 
in a startup,” says Sudarshan R, a co-
founder of  CreditMantri.

The stodgy world of  Indian banking 
that grapples with a mountain of  sticky 
loans every decade has had few stars 
like Aditya Puri or Deepak Parekh. 
These gentlemen built great institu-
tions, but unlike Punja, Gupta, Singh 
and Ramamurthy, they did not navigate 
the unchartered terrain of  startups. 
They may be enjoying their journey, 
even if  they don’t know what lies at the 
end of  it. 
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Working  with big banks honed the entrepreneurial skills of many 
who later stepped out of that regulated world. Pratik Bhakta

narrates experiences of ex-bankers who set up their own shops
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Rising Corp Loan Defaults Force 
Banks to Step Up Retail Lending
SALONI.SHUKLA@TIMESGROUP.COM

Mumbai: Retail lending was hardly a fo-
cus for Indian banks until a few years ago, 
except for some private lenders, but fiscal 
2016 was different. From special offers by 
state-run banks to technology-driven 
package deals by private sector banks, re-
tail lending has pushed the overall loan 
growth figures to double digits and has 
kept consumer business thriving, while 
corporates continued to suffer.

Stung by all-time high levels of  bad 
loans, private sector lenders such as ICICI 
Bank and Axis Bank— with better grasp 
on consumers — are turning more ag-
gressive on small borrowers to ensure 
growth and protect margins, while corpo-
rate lending remained slow amid poor 
demand and low factory output. Data re-
leased by the Reserve Bank of  India (RBI) 
show that more than four-fifth of  the total 
credit accounts are concentrated in agri-
culture and personal loan segments.

In the past one year, loans disbursed by 
Indian banks grew by nearly 10% al-
though the wholesale lending book has 
not grown more than 5%. The growth 
has primarily been driven by the retail 
book which has grown roughly between 
17% and 20%. Between FY11 and FY14, 
while total gross non-performing assets 
in the corporate sector grew by 300 basis 
points, non-performing loans in the re-
tail segment fell by over 170 basis points.

“Retail has not disappointed banks 
that is why they are comfortable in lend-
ing to those customers,” says Siddharth 
Purohit, senior research analyst, Angel 
Broking. “If  you see banks’ retail portfo-
lio, it has not seen alarming levels of  de-
linquencies unlike the corporate book.”

India’s largest private sector lender 
ICICI Bank, which has been facing the 
brunt of  high slippages and a massive pile 
of  bad loans, expects retail book to grow 
nearly 25%. “For the year ahead, we 
would target a loan growth of  about 18% 
within which retail will grow by about 

25%,” Chanda Kochhar, MD & CEO, ICICI 
Bank, said after the bank’s annual results. 
“On the domestic corporate side, growth 
is expected at 5-7%, given the fact that we 
want to focus on lending to higher rated 
corporates and reducing the concentra-
tion risk to our portfolio.”

ICICI Bank shares declined to `226 
from ̀ 254 in the past 10 days, registering 
a fall of  over 11%.

ICICI Bank’s stock market loss seems 
to be helping Kotak Mahindra Bank. Last 
week, Kotak Mahindra Bank piped ICICI 
Bank to become the second-largest pri-
vate lender in terms of  market capitalisa-
tion. Analysts suggest that investors may 
have sold ICICI Bank’s shares to invest in 
IndusInd Bank, another private sector 
lender which has demonstrated strong 
financials. The only bank defying the cur-
rent trend is HDFC Bank, which has con-
tinued to grow both its retail and corpo-
rate books without being burdened by the 
bad loans mess.

“We are a market leader in most of  the 
retail loan products and we are very well 
positioned to maintain our market lead-
ership,” Paresh Sukthankar, DMD, 

HDFC Bank, had told ET in an interview. 
“In some ways, (in light of) the increased 
competition, we have shown that we 
have the resilience to manage and pro-
tect our shown share.”

HDFC Bank is looking into new opportu-
nities in times of  distress. The bank is now 

looking to aggressively 
grow its corporate bank-
ing pie, which recently 
crossed the ̀ 1 lakh-crore 
mark. “If  the economy 
starts looking up, there 
will be opportunities to 
grow the corporate book 
slightly more. I think 
within our credit appetite, 

there will be credit opportunities for us to 
pick up.”

But it’s not as easy as it looks. The 2008-
09 downturn has taught banks that un-
certain economic environment could 
very well increase the risk of  delinquen-
cies in the retail book.

Axis Bank has worked very hard to 
shed the infrastructure lender tag and is 
now aiming to reduce concentration 
risks on its book. “I think beyond a cer-

tain point if  you are too much over-
weight in one segment, risks, to some 
extent, increase,” V Srinivasan, ED, 
Axis Bank, said.

THE RISKS
The lone voice against this desperate 
fight for consumer space has been 
Arundhati Bhattacharya, chairman of  
the nation’s largest lender, State Bank of  
India (SBI). Bhattacharya recently 
spoke against banks being motivated to 
focus only on the retail segment and 
wondered who would do the job of  infra-
structure financing in the absence of  
development finance institutions.

“Every other bank is now being goaded 
on towards the same model (of  focusing 
on retail segment),” Bhattacharya had 
said. “If  we, as a developing country, are 
only going to advise banks to follow the 
retail model, who then is going to do pro-
ject financing? Are we content as a na-
tion to stay where we are with no need 
for further infrastructure develop-
ment?” asked Bhattacharya.

While the SBI chief  is right in caution-
ing banks against shunning project fi-
nancing, this risk-aversion looks more 
like a case of  ‘once bitten, twice shy’.

RBI’s Financial Stability Report released 
in December last year had expressed con-
cerns over the stress emanating from the 
infrastructure sector. Mining, iron & steel, 
textiles, infrastructure and aviation — to-
gether constituted 24.2% of  banks’ total 
loans and accounted for 53% of  stressed 
advances. The report added that stressed 
advances in infrastructure rose to 24% in 
June 2015, from 22.9% in March.

As digitisation accelerates, the biggest 
challenge banks face is to remain rele-
vant despite all odds. The battle to ac-
quire customers is expected to heat up 
with peer-to-peer lenders and Fin Tech 
startups making life tough for banks. 
But as they say “Every Cloud Has A 
Silver Lining” — the banking game is 
set to change with small borrowers set to 
get more attention by banks.

In the past 
one year, 
banks’ 
overall loan 
growth was 
at 10%, while 
retail book 
grew 17-20%   

While retail focus lifts loan growth to double digits, corporate lending remains weak

There was a lot 
of independ-
ence in taking 
decisions at Citi. 

In many ways, we were 
working like a startup then 
(20 years ago).

RANJIT PUNJA
FOUNDER OF CREDITMANTRI

Current Account

Online Game of Claim and 
Counter Claim, Virtually   

Twitter is the online 
battleground of the tech savvy 
social networking startup 
CEOs. After the twitter war 

between Snapdeal and Flipkart founders 
last month, last week saw the founders of 
Paytm and Citrus enter into a war of 
words over the number of users Paytm 
has. The confusion about the actual 
number could be because of individuals 
who use multiple mobile numbers to open 
multiple wallets of the same company to 
earn cashbacks. Till no one knows the real 
number, the game of claim and counter 
claim will go on.

Vinod Rai may Have
the Last Word

The interviews for the posts of 
MDs and CEOs of PSU banks 
will be held on May 16. About 
13 candidates will be 

considered for the top post in three banks 
— IOB, BoM and UBI. This will be the first 
time the executive directors will be 
interviewed by the Banks Board Bureau 
which will have a say in top-level 
appointments in these banks. Insiders say 
that though the bureau comprises six 
members, Vinod Rai, the former CAG, who 
heads the team, may have the last word.

MCLR Rechristened: Most 
Confusing Lending Rate

Banking may be frequently 
described as a boring business, 
but bankers know how to get 
their measure of fun. These 

days, bankers and chiefs of non-banking 
finance companies are taking a dig at RBI’s 
newest diktat — marginal cost of lending 
rate (MCLR). Under the new regime, banks 
may be required to change multiple rates 
every month against three or four changes 
that the base rate (the earlier benchmark) 
underwent. Banks have now rechristened 
MCLR as Most Confusing Lending Rate to 
indicate the complicated nature of the new 
regime. Is the regulator listening?

Does SBI Need Research 
Desk in Every Country?

One of the top-notch 
consultancy houses recently 
came out with a suggestion 
that left many in SBI, India’s 

largest bank, flummoxed. After performing 
the customary drill of going through 
spread-sheets and data, the consultant 
said that the bank should set up a research 
desk in each of the 30-odd countries 
where it has a presence.
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Change in Focus

Fin Inclusion Gets a Boost 
with Jan Dhan Yojana
One of  the successful initiatives of  the NDA government is its 
fi nancial inclusion initiative through its Prime Minister’s Jan 
Dhan Yojana, or PMJDY. Almost 22 crore bank accounts have been 
opened within 20 months of  its launch in August 2014, accounting 
for a cumulative balance of  almost `37,000 crore in these accounts, 
providing access to banking services to more than 15% of  the 
unbanked population.   
A notable highlight of  these accounts is that after keeping the 

account operative for six months, one member of  the household is 
allowed an overdraft of  up to `5,000. So far, about 19 lakh account 
holders have availed an overdraft amounting to `256 crore. Punjab 
National Bank, Canara Bank and State Bank of  India are among the 
top banks in providing such overdrafts under the scheme.  

Source: Government of India
Figures in ` crore; Status as on April 27,2016

—Gayatri Nayak
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As ex-bankers, 
we know how 
we can 
complement 

banks and help them get 
more business. 
MANAVJEET SINGH
FOUNDER OF RUBIQUE

I think the best 
thing that we 
were taught 
was to be 

bankers while also 
being innovators. 

ANISH WILLIAMS
FOUNDER OF TRANSERV
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