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Russian oil import to fall,
full replacement unlikely

Supply cuts may lead to crude inventory drawdowns in India, China

SANGEETHA G
CHENNAI, OCT. 31

US sanctions on Russian
oil companies are expect-
ed to reduce India’s buy-
ing in the short-term, but
a swift and complete
replacement remains
highly unlikely, finds
Kpler.

Companies which are
under term contracts with
the sanctioned Russian
producers are likely to
resume heavy buying once
the supply chain s
rearranged, it said.

The US sanctions came
just days after the UK
added Rosneft and LuKoil
— alongside China's
Yulong Petrochemical and
India’s Nayara Energy —
to its blacklist. Since then,
China’'s state-owned refin-
ers have reportedly halted
Russian crude purchases.
Chinese and Indian firms
generally take a cautious
approach toward US sanc-
tions, wary of potential
secondary implications,
although the Office of
Foreign Assets Control
(OFAC) statement did not
explicitly specify any sec-
ondary measures.

The US sanctions on
Rosneft and Lukoil are
expected to reduce India’s
buying in the short-term.
As per reports, Indian
refiners are reviewing the
bills of lading for Russian
oil cargoes arriving after
the wind-down period
ends on November 21.

At the same time, refin-
ers in India, China, and
Tirkive are expected to
conduct internal risk
assessments on dealings
with  the sanctioned
Russian firms while wait-
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CHINA'S REFINERS halt-
ed Russian crude pur-
chases.

US SANCTIONS on
Rosneft and Lukoil
expected to reduce
India’s buying in
short-term.
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ing for clarifications from
their governments, as the
decision on whether to
continue taking Russian
barrels could extend
beyond purely economic
considerations. That
could lead to barrels miss-
ing the deadline lingering
on water or being resold at
discounts to refiners will-
ing to take the risk.
Companies under term
contracts with the sanc-
tioned Russian producers

SHORT-TERM reduc-
tions may lead to
crude inventory draw-
downs in India, China.
MIDDLE EASTERN
crudes expect to
attract strong buying
interest given their
similar quality to
Urals, relatively short
voyage, and lower
prices
REFINERS will
scramble for
gmmpt cargoes to
ill supply l:?au:i left
by reduce
Russian flows.

DIVERSIFY EXPORTS
T0 NEW MARKETS,
SAYS EAC-PM DEV

New Delhi, Oct. 31: India
should diversify exports
to other countries, fasten
free trade agreement
(FTA) negotiations and
also continue dialogues to
conclude the proposed
Bilateral Trade Agree-
ment (BTA) with the US,
economic advisory coun-
cil to the Prime Minister
chairman § Mahendra
Dev said on Friday.
Despite protection poli-
cies and reduction in
international trade, there
are opportunities for
India to increase its share
in merchandise trade.
“India’s trade policy for
manufacturing should be
to diversify exports to
other countries in Asia,
Latin America, Africa,
some developed coun-
tries, fasten FTAs and to
continue dialogue with
the US,” he said at First
ISIDv@40  Distinguished
Person Lecture’. — PTI

— such as Reliance and
PetroChina — will reduce
buying barrels supplied
by Rosneft and Lukoil in
the short-term but are
likely to resume buying
once the supply chain is
rearranged.

Refiners in China and
India would seramble for
prompt cargoes to fill the
supply gap left by reduced
Russian flows, Middle
Eastern crudes are expect.
ed to attract strong buying

interest given their simi-
lar quality to Urals.

At the same time, the
near-flat Brent-Dubai EFS
and the softened Brent
structure are likely to
encourage Chinese and
Indian refiners to step up
purchases of long-haul ca-
rgoes from Atlantic Basin.

Short-term cuts may
lead to crude inventory
drawdowns, along with
refinery run adjustments
in coming weeks.
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BPCL posts two-fold jump
in profitatX6,191 crin Q2

KEY DRIVER. The surge was aided by a rise in refining margins

—
Our Bureau
New Delhi

State-run Bharat Petroleum
Corporation (BPCL) on Fri-
day reported an over two-
fold jump in its consolidated
net profit at around 6,191
crore in Q2 FY26 aided by a
surge in refining margins.

However, the net profit of
the oil marketing company
(OMC) fell more than 9 per
cent on a sequential basis.

BPCL’s consolidated total
income stood at around
¥1.23 lakh crore in Q2 FY26
compared toX1.30lakh crore
in Q1 FY26 and ¥1.19 lakh
crorein Q2 FY25.

The company’s consolid-
ated total expenses stood at
around X1.15 lakh crore in
Q2 FY26 as against ¥1.23
lakh crore in Q1 FY26 and
T1.16lakh crorein Q2 FY25.

BPCL's refinery through-
put stood at 9.82 million
tonnes (mt) with a capacity
utilisation of 111 per cent,
compared to 10.28 mt in Q2
FY25.

The company’s domestic
market sales rose more than

MAJOR LEAP. During H1 FY26, BPCL's average GRM stood at

$7.77 per barrel compared to $6.12 a barrel in Q2 FY25

2 per cent y-0-y to 12.67 mt
compared to 12.39 mt in Q2
FY25.

BPCL reported a gross re-
fining margin (GRM) of
$10.78 per barrel in Q2 FY26,
compared to $4.41 per barrel
in the same quarter last year.

During H1 FY26, BPCL’s
average GRM stood at $7.77
per barrel compared to $6.12
abarrelin Q2FY25.

INTERIM DIVIDEND
BPCL also announced an in-
terim dividend of 7.5 per
equity share.

In its results filing on BSE,
BPCL said that it has a net
cumulative negative buffer

of ¥13,672.31 crore as on
September 30, 2025 com-
pared to ¥10,446.38 crore as
on March 31, 2025.

“The Ministry of Petro-
leum & Natural Gas ..has
conveyed a compensation of
¥7,594 crore to the company,
towards under-recoveries in-
curred on sale of domestic
LPG up to March 31, 2025
and likely to be incurred up
to March 31, 2026 and it will
be disbursed in 12 equal
monthly instalments, the ac-
crual of which shall only be
on monthly basis starting
from November 2025 and
thereafter will be disbursed
accordingly,” it added.
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BPCL profit more than
doubles in Q2 on boost
from refining margins

PRESS TRUST OF INDIA
MNew Delhi October 31

BHARAT PETROLEUM CORPORA-
TIOHN (BPCL) on Friday reported a
169% jump in its September quar-
ter net profit on the back of a surge
in refining margins.

Itz standalone net profit of
6,442.53 crore in July-September
— the second quarterof FY 26 —was
169% higher than 2,397 .93 crore
earned in the same period last year,
according to a stock exchange filing
by the company.

The company earned $10.78 on
turning every barrel of crude oil into
fuels like petrol and diesel, com-
pared to a gross refining margin
of 54.41 per barrel in July-Septem-
ber2024.

The revenue fromoperations was
up 3% at ¥1.21 lakh crore.

On operational performance,
BPCLsaid its refineries achieved a
throughput of 9.82 million tonna
with a capacity utilisation of 1119%

REPORT CARD

Profit stood at | Mt was
t Ti:.:r_ss or T2,307.93cr
in Q2FY24 in Q2FYIS5

B Revenue from operations
increased 3%

in Q2 against 10.28 million tonne
processed in the same period a
year back.

BPCL registered quarterly
domestic sales of 12.67 million
tonne, a growth of 2.26% over
12.39 million tonnes in Q2 FY25.

Its board approved an interim
dividend of €7.5 per aquityshara.
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Crude contamination
contained: HPCL

Saptaparno Ghosh
NEW DELHI

The impact of the recent
chloride contamination is
not as bad as anticipated
and has been contained,
Hindustan Petroleum’s
CMD Vikas Kaushal stated
in an investor call.
Speaking to investors af-
ter the announcement of
Q2 results earlier this
week, Mr. Kaushal said a
part of the Mumbai refin-
ery that had to be shut
down following the impact
of the contaminated fuel is
now “fully back and ramp-
ing up to full capacity”.
“Good news is we are al-

The unit which was down is
fully back, says Kaushal.

most through with that, ex-
cept dealing with some of
the contaminated pro-
ducts,” he said, adding, “as
of last night, the unit which
was down is fully back and
now we are ramping up to
full capacity.”
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AJAY SRIVASTAVA

ashington’s October

22sanctionson

Russia’stopoil

producers— Rosneft

and Lukoil —have
limited India’s oil import options and
complicated trade talkswith the US.
Indianowfaces twomainchallengesin
its tieswith the US: managing theimpact
of sanctions and securingabalanced
tradedeal. Thiswill needaclear
three-step plan.

OnJuly31,President Trumpslappeda
25 percent “Russian oil” tariff on Indian
exports,accusing New Delhi of “fuelling
the war” by buying cheap Russian crude.
‘When the measure tookeffect on August
28, total US tariffs on Indian goods
doubledto 50 per cent, causing India’s
merchandise exportstothe UStodrop37
per centbetween Mayand September.

Despitefallingexports, Indiakept
buying discounted Russian oil, hoping
‘Washingtonwould ease tariffs oncea
trade deal was reached. Thathopefaded
onOctober 22, when the US Treasury
sanctioned Rosneftand Lukoil —
companies that produce 57 per cent of
Russia’s crude. Theorderwarned that
anyforeign firm dealingwith them could
face secondary sanctions.

‘These “secondarysanctions” extend
US power beyonditsborders. Theydon’t
justblock trade —they can cut offaccess
toglobal payment systems and shut
down the digital services that power
global business. Indiahasalreadyseen
sanctionsinaction when Microsoft on
July 22abruptly cut off services at Nayara
Energy,arefinerywith Russianlinks,
citing EU sanctions. Operations stopped
untilacourtsteppedin.

TRADE DEAL
Indiawasthe first countryin the Trump
2.0eratostart FTA talkswith
‘Washington, but progress has stalled
over sweeping US demands. America
reportedlywants India toremove tariffs
onmostindustrial goods, openits farm
and dairy markets,andallow imports of
genetically modified corn and soybean. Tt
also seeks freer dataflows, weaker
e-commerce and intellectual property
rules,and larger commitmentsto buy US
oiland LNG. These demands go far
beyond normal trade negotiations,
touching sensitiveareaslike food
securityand digital sovereignty —both
central to protecting India’s farmers,
smallbusinesses, and national interests.
Inreturn, Washington offers limited
concessions:reducing tariffs on Indian
exportsfrom 25 per centtoabout 15-17
per cent. Washington also pushes for
higher purchasesof US oil, LNG, and
defence equipment. India’s oilimports
fromthe US alreadyrose 79 per cent,
from $2.8billion in April-August 2024to
$5billion inthe same period of 2025.
India mustalso note the worrying
precedent setbyMalaysia’s recent trade
dealwith the US, whichgave Washington
significant leverage over Kuala Lumpur’s
foreignand trade policy. The agreement
requires Malaysia toreplicate UStrade
restrictions on other countries,act
against foreign firms hurting US export
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The road ahead in
US trade talks

SEQUENTIAL STEPS. Stop buying oil from sanctioned Russian firms; press US to remove
oil tariffs; and start talks only after tariffs are down to earlier levels of 25 per cent

interests,and seek US consultation
before signing digital or technology pacts
with third countries. Such provisions
effectivelygive the USveto powerover
Malaysia’s foreign, trade and digital
policies —an outcome India must avoid
atallcosts.

THREE-STEP PLAN

India’sbest wayforwardisaclear
three-step plan: first, stop buying oil from
sanctioned Russian firmstoavoid
secondarysanctions; second, oncesuch
imports end, press Washington tolift the
25 per cent “Russian oil” tariff, reducing
total duties on Indian goods from 50 per
centto 25 per cent; and third, onlyafter
the USrolls backtariffs, restarttrade
talks for bringing tariffs down from 25
per cent tosay 15 percent.

Step 1—stop buyingoil from
sanctioned Russian firms: The 25 per
centtariffhurt exportsto the USbut
didn’t disrupt the economy. The new
sanctions, however, threaten India’s
financial and digital systems, bothheavily
dependenton US-controlled networks.

IfIndian refiners keep buying from
Rosneft or Lukoil, the fallout could be
severe:banks maylose access toglobal
SWIFT payment network, and refineries
‘maystopon suspension of software
services by US tech firms. Tariffs cause
pain;sanctions can cripple. Theimpactis
alreadyvisible. Reliance is cuttingback
Russian crude purchases,and Adani
Ports has banned ships tied tosanctioned
firms, affecting deliveriesto I0Cand
HPCL-Mittal.

Anear-total haltin Russian oil imports
bylate November now seems inevitable
—notbychoice, but outof necessity. It
maylook like yielding to US pressure, but
India’sheavyreliance on American

US’ demands go far
beyond normal trade
negotiations, touching
sensitive areas like

food security and digital
sovereignty

software leaveslittle roomto
manoeuvrer.

Step 2— press Washingtonto
remove the oil tariff: Once India stops
buying from the sanctioned Russian
firms, it should push Washingtonto
withdraw the 25 per cent “Russian oil”
tariff. But first, New Delhineeds clarity:
mustitend purchases only from Rosneft
and Lukoil, or fromall Russian suppliers?

The October 22 sanctions apply only
to Rosneftand Lukoil, which produce
about57 per centof Russia’s Crude. The
rest—roughly 43 per cent— comes from
non-sanctioned firms and remains legal
totrade. Yet Washington’stariff orderon
Indiaignored this distinction, punishing
everybarrel of Russian oil regardless of
source.

Ifthe USagreestolift the extra tariff
once India halts imports fromthe two
sanctioned companies, total duties on
Indian goods would dropfrom 50 per
centto 25 percent—asignificant gain
achieved withoutatrade deal.

Step 3 —doatradedeal,butonlyon
fair terms: India should restart trade talks
onlyafter Washington removes the
“Russian oil” tariff. The twoissues —oil
sanctionsand trade negotiations — must
remain separate, since linking them
limits India’s options.

‘When talks resume, they must focus
strictlyon trade. India could press forthe
same tariffflexibilitygranted to the
European Union—averageindustrial
tariffsaround 15 per cent and duty-free
access for select products.

Indiamust carefully study therisks of
allowing genetically modified (GM) corn
imports for ethanol production. Any
suchmove could affectlocal corn farmers
whodepend onstable pricesand
non-GM seed systems. GM imports may
lead to contaminationof domestic
varietiesif strict segregationis not
maintained. Processing must therefore
take place in dedicated facilities with
separate storage, transport,and supply
chainsto prevent mixing withnon-GM
corn. Before proceeding, Indiashould
assess thelong-term implications for
farmerincomes, seed diversity,and

exportcredibilityin non-GM markets.

Aftersecuring free passwith Malaysia,
USwillsure press India forbroad digital
concessions —asking itnotto (i) impose
taxesondigital services, (i) share oruse
itsown datatobuild national champions,
or (iii) regulate foreign tech firms. Most
of these demands could be met througha
single clause inthe FTA text: “Both
countriesagreetogrant
non-discriminatory treatment to digital
servicesand their suppliers.” But
agreeingto suchwording would block
Indiafromshapingits owndigital
policiesand givealastingadvantage to
UStechgiants. Having alreadylost much
of the computer hardware sector after
joining the ITA-1 pactin 1997, India must
avoid repeating the same mistake in the
digital space. Abinding “neutral” clause
wouldinrealityfreeze India’s ability to
tax, regulate, or promote local innovation
—chokingthe country’sdigital future.

Indiamustalsoassesswhether such
commitments onagriculture,
e-commerce,digital trade, and energy
make theagreement one-sided. If so, it
canafford towait. Payinga 25 per cent
tariffinstead of 15-17 per centis painful
but manageable — Chinaalreadylives
withhigher rates. Itisbetter tobear
short-term costs than to compromise
long-term economicand strategic
independence.

This three-step planisa practical way
tohandleboth challenges. India must
moveinsequence, not haste. Secure
energy first, restore fair tariffs next,and
negotiate trade onlyonequal terms.

Meanwhile India must planfor
another challenge thrown by the
sanctions. Injustaweek, crude oil prices
haverisen 7 percent. As most Russian oil
becomes off-limits, energy costsare
likelyto climb further. India must
diversifyits suppliersand prepare fora
higherimportbill.

Inthisage of illegal tariffs, weaponised
oil,and digital sanctions, only cool
strategy — not capitulation —will
safeguard India’s interests.

Thewriterisfounder, GTRI
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BPCL Q2 Profit Nearly
Triples to 36,191 crore

Our Bureavu

Mumbai: State-run Bharat Petro-
leum Corporation (BPCL)reported
a nearly three times jump in net
profit for the quarter ended Sep-
tember 30. Net profit came in at
¥6,191.5 crore, up 170% from 2,297
crore in the year-ago quarter.

Revenue from operations were up
3% atzL.21lakhcrore.

The average gross refining mar-
gin (GRM) of the corporation for
the half year ended September 30
was $7.77 per barrel against $6.12
per barrel in the year-ago period.

The company declared an interim
dividend of %7.5 per share, payable
by November 29.

BPCL's operational metrics rema-
instrong, withrefinery throughput
at 20.24 million metric tonnes
(MMT) and domestic market sales
growth at 2.74% for HIF'Y24.

The company has a net worth of
%91,670.4 crore and a debt-equity ra-
tio of 0.13. BPCL scrip ended at
Z356.80, down 0.24% on the BSE on
Friday The company announced
earnings after market hours.

Total expenses during the quarter
easedtol1,14,635 crorefrom¥1,16,133
crore in the previous quarter last

year. For the first half of FY26,
BPCL recorded a profit after tax of
¥13,031 crore on a total revenue of
%2,51,219 crore. In the correspon-
ding six months, last year, the refi-
ner had posted a profit of ¥5,139o0na
total revenue of #2,46,055 crore.
With regard to under recovery on
LPG, the company has a net cumu-
lative negative buffer of 13,672.3
crore ason September 30, 2025.
“The MoPNG,
vide letters da-
ted October 3,
? 2025 and October
o 24, 2025, has con-

PER-SHARE veyed a compen-
INTERIM DIVI- sation of ?7,594
DEND DECLA- crore to the com-
RED BY CO pany,  towards
under-recoveri-

es incurred on sale of domestic
LPG up to March 31, 2025 and likely
to be incurred up to March 31, 2026
and it will be disbursed in 12 equal
monthly instalments, the accrual
of which shall only be on monthly
basis starting from November 2025
and will be disbursed accordingly,”
the company said, adding that in vi-
ew of the above, revenue to the ex-
tent of accrual as mentioned above
will be recognised in the relevant
period when it becomes receivable.
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PM to Launch
314,260 cr

projectsin
C’garh today

Agencies
NEW DELHI

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi will visit Chhattisgarh
on Saturday for the state’s
25th Formation Day celebra-
tions.

He will inaugurate and lay
the foundation stones for
development projects worth
over 314,260 crore across key
sectors like roads, healthcare,
and energy. Highlights
include launching a four-lane
greenfield highway, inaugu-
rating a new Petroleum Oil
Depot, and dedicating the
Nagpur-Jharsuguda Natural
Gas Pipeline.

PM’s schedule also includes
unveiling a statue of Atal
Bihari Vajpayee, inaugurating
new State Assembly building,
and dedicating the Tribal
Freedom Fighters Museum in
Nava Raipur. He will also
interact with children treated
at the Shri Sathya Sai
Sanjeevani Hospital. PM will
also lay stone for five new
government medical colleges
at Manendragarh,
Kabirdham, Janjgir-Champa,
Geedam and Government
Ayurveda College at Bilaspur.
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Indian refiners sct
stage for lower
Russia oil purchase

BLOOMBERG
310ctober

Indian refinersaccounting for morethan
half of the nation’s imports of Russian
crude have paused buying for the
coming months, reinforcing expecta-
tions purchases for December and Janu-
ary delivery will plunge.

Indian processors, the top buyers of
seaborne oil from Moscow, have been
weighingup their optionssinceUS auth-
orities blacklisted two of Russia’s largest
producers, Rosneft PJSC and Lukoil
PJSC, last week.

Top importer Reliance Industries
Ltd, which has a long-term supply
contract with Rosneft signed only
months ago, will no longer take Russian
cargoes, according to a person with
direct knowledge of its plans, whoasked
not tobeidentified as the information is
private. The conglomerate was already
grappling with an incoming European
Union banon fuelsmade from Moscow’s
oil. Mangalore Refinery and Petro-
chemicals Ltd, one of the smaller state-
owned entities, said it paused all buying
for now, citing the risk of secondary
sanctions. HPCL-Mittal Energy Ltd, a
joint venture between tycoon Lakshmi
Mittal’s Mittal Energy and Hindustan
Petroleum Corp Ltd, suspended further
deals. Combined, the three accounted
for about 920,000 barrels a day of Rus-
sian crudeimportsin the first half of the
year — or 52 percent of India’s total,
according to data from analytics firm
Kpler. That will now likely fall to zero,
though the figure could change
over time as other factors, including
sanctions enforcement and the evol-
ution of India’s trade talks with the US,
become clearer.

Refinersare movingtofill the gapleft
by Moscow. Reliance went on an oil-

Oil tanker with cargo
from curb-hit Rosneft
idles off Mumbai coast

Atanker carryinga cargo of
Russian crude from recently-sanc-
tioned Rosneft PJSC has been
holding off Mumbai for a week
amid intensescrutiny of Indian
refiners’ purchases following the
US curbs. The Ailana reached the
waters off the Indian commercial
hub on October 24, and has been
nearly stationary since then, with
the cargostill aboard, according to
ship-trackingdata, aswell asan
industry executive and ship-
brokers, whodid not wished to be
named discussing sensitive
matters. The Aframax-sized tanker
hasn’t yet been scheduled to dock,
portagents’ reports show.

The oil market has zeroed in on
Russia’s export patterns, aswell as
Indian purchasing, after the US
sanctioned Rosneft and Lukoil
PJSC on October 22. BLOOMBERG

buying spree last week, picking up at
least 10 million barrels of Middle East
and US cargoes to make up for the short-
fall. MRPL purchased spot crude from
Abu Dhabi. State-owned Indian Oil Corp
said earlier this week that the company
was “absolutely not going to discon-
tinue” purchases of Russian crude, but
would comply with international sanc-
tions. Bharat Petroleum Corp, another
state-owned refiner, also expressed
interestin buying some Russiancrudein
the current trading cycle.

Reliance, MRPL, IOC and BPCL did
not respond to requests for comment.
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Indian Oil resumes
Russian crude buy

REUTERS
New Delhi, October 31

INDIAN OIL CORP, the coun-
try’s toprefiner, has bought five
cargoes of Russian oil for
December arrival from non-
sanctioned entities, traders said,
resuming purchases despite
pressure from Washington on
India tostop buying Russian oil.
Washington last week imposed
sanctionson Rosneft and Lukoil,
Russia's two largest oil compa-
nies,stepping upefforts to pres-
sure President Viadimir Putinto
end thewar in Ukraine.

Since then, many Indian
refiners including state-run
Mangalore Refinery and Petro-
chemicals Ltd, HPCL-Mittal
Energy Ltd and Reliance Indus-
tries, operator of the world's
biggest refining complex, have
paused buying Russian oil.

10C’s head of finance, Anuj
Jain, however, has said his com-
pany will continue to buy Russ-
ian oil if the barrels are in com-
pliance with sanctions. The EU,
the UKand the US haveimposed
araft of sanctions against Rus-
sia for the Ukraine war, includ-
ing on shipping. The sanctions
have forced Russia to sell its oil
at heavy discounts,and over the
past three years India has

'BIZ AS USUAL

B Five cargoes for
December sourced from
non-sanctioned entities

W Reliance, HPCL-Mittal
halt Russian oil buys

B Before curbs, Rosneft
was a key ESPO oil supplier

become the biggest buyer of
Russian seaborne crude.

10C has bought about 3.5
mn barrels of ESPO at about
parity to Dubai quotes for
delivery at an eastern Indian
port in December, Sources
said. They did not say who the
sellers were.

The refiner had cancelled
eight cargoes afterthecurbsas
they were supplied by sub-
sidiaries of sanctioned entities.

Before the American sanc-
tions, Rosneft was a major
seller of ESPO oil.
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Barkha Dutt

In Sivakumar’s story, the
best and worst of India

come from a very simple, humble back-

ground.” K Sivakumar's every sentence
was punctuated by inconsolable tears.
“Please forgive me if I get emotional.”

1 had reached out to the former CFO of Bha-
rat Petroleum Corporation Limited (BPCL)
after being moved like hundreds of thousands
of other Indians on reading his now viral
Linkedin post.

Sivakumar's 34-year-old daughter Akshaya
died all of a sudden — without any forewarning
of iliness or tests — from a brain haemorrhage,
from what was most likely an aneurysm. When
he spoke of his daughter, he spoke with the pride
of so many self-made, middle-class Indians who
have often struggled and worked extraordinarily
hard, clawing their way up the social and eco-
nomic ladder so that they may give their chil-
drena better life than their own.

And so it was with Akshaya Sivakumar, who
graduated from IIT Madras and IIM Ahmeda-
bad, spent 1l years in the corporate sector,
including several at Goldman Sachs, and had
grown into a life so secure, unlike that of her
parents early years, that she could now afford to
indulge her real interests. “She was a quizzer,”
Sivakumar told me. “She would travel all across

b6

India conducting quizzes and she loved ori-
gami,” he said before his voice trailed into tears
again.

But if nothing had prepared Sivakumar and
his wife for losing their child in the prime of her
life, what happened next was appalling and
bone-chilling. Whether it was the morgue, the
ambulance, the cremation ground or the police,
Sivakumar was faced with brazen corruption, a
bureaucratic and hostile system and demands
for bribes, big and small, at every step. Given
that his daughter had died from natural causes,

THE NORMALISATION OF
BRIBERY FOR BASIC
SERVICES IS THE
STAGGERING AND
INCONVENIENT TRUTH OF
THIS HORRIBLE INCIDENT.
NEARLY EVERYONE HAS BEEN
IN A SIVAKUMAR-LIKE
SITUATION OR KNOWS
SOMEONE WHO HAS
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he could not figure out why the police were
involved or why there was an FIR or why there
was any space for the cops to be around, leave
alone why they would be high-handed with a
grieving father.

Sivakumar, a chartered accountant by train-
ing, rattled off the list of bribes he was asked to
pay: 35,000 to the ambulance driver to move the
body, 32,000 to the city corporation office to get
the death certificate after a few days of struggle,
310,000 to the police at Bellandur police station
to allow the post mortem, another 5,000 to be
handed over the report.

At one point, he told me, two jeeps filled with
policemen arrived at his residence, sending a
wave of panic through his family and relatives.
An argument broke out at home. His family did
not want Sivakumar to be raising these issues in
public. They were scared of a backlash and con-
sequences. “We are small people, Madam... any-
one can do anything.” He reminded me of the
case of Indian Oil Corporation employee S Man-
junath, an IIM Lucknow graduate, who was
killed for exposing corruption and taking on the
oil mafia. Manjunath was 27, when he was shot
ata petrol station where he had come to collect
samples and report oil adulteration. Sivakumar
recounted the incident and said his family urged
him to delete the original post from Linkedin.

By then, however, his words had gone viral,
spreading far and wide. The city's commis-
sioner of police called him to apologise for
what happened. Two policemen have been sus-
pended asking for and accepting bribes. At the
time of writing this, the Greater Bangalore
Authority is yet to take action against its offi-
cials and nor is there any response from the
crematorium officials.

Sivakumar explained that he was so over-
come by grief for his daughter that he did not
have the energy or the emotional bandwidth to

do anything but cough up the money he was
being asked for. "I could pay it,” he said, “What
will a poor man do?” Between tears, the dis-
traught father told me that he felt he had “lost
everything; now the least I can do is to try and
help and change society”. He understandably
was alternating between anger and anguish, fear
and fortitude. Eventually, before his struggle
was over, a former colleague high up the chain
at BPCL stepped in to help him. “The attitude of
the same police completely changed after that,”
he told me. “They were so arrogant and threat-
ening earlier and now, because they received a
phone call from someone, they were trying to be
nice.” The familiar Indian syndrome of pull and
connections had reared its ugly head. That'sall
that finally worked.

There is a reason that Sivakumar’s tragic and
heartbreaking account has touched a chord
across the country. People are sharing their own
struggles and desperate choices. The normalisa-
tion of bribery for basic services is the staggering
and inconvenient truth of this horrible incident.
Nearly everyone has been in a Sivakumar-like
situation or knows someone who has. Perhaps,
they haven't been coping with the loss of a child
at the same time, which is what has given this
enormously poignant tale its pathos.

The story of Akshaya Sivakumar and the
dreams of a self-made middle-class family, who
made sure their daughter could dare to dream,
contains the best of India. In what happened to
her parents after her death, we see a reflection of
our worst.I had no words to offer to K Sivakumar
except to say: Your daughter would have wanted
you to find a way to keep living, keep going. My
words sounded like an empty consolation, even to
me.

Barkha Dutt is an award-winning journalist and
author. The views expressed are personal
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