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Guest blog/Book extract 

‘Yes Man: The Untold Story of Rana 
Kapoor’  
Pavan Lall 
In this guest blog Pavan Lall quotes extracts from his just published book ‘Yes 
Man: The Untold Story of Rana Kapoor’ and highlights the deleterious impact 
that the absence of a governance framework with its checks and balances can 
have.   

Yes Bank received its license to commence banking the same time 
Kotak Mahindra Bank did. Yet, sixteen years later, one bank has 
grown through a combination of cautious lending and prudent 
management. The other is a different story.  
 

Yes Bank was starting to get somewhere until its promoter and CEO 
lost his way through actions that were grossly conflicting with 
shareholder interests.  
 

The story of Yes Bank resembles that of Icarus. Flying on wings 
created from feathers and wax, Icarus was warned neither to fly too 

low nor too high - so the sea's dampness would not clog his wings nor the sun's heat 
melt them ignores. Icarus ignores what he was taught, not to fly too close to the sun: 
when the wax in his wings melted, he tumbled out of the sky and fell into the sea where 
he drowned. The tale of Rana Kapoor and Yes Bank, like that of Icarus, is a tale of 
ambition and hubris and throwing caution to the wind. It is a reminder of the 
deleterious impact that the absence of a governance framework, with its checks and 
balances, can have. In this case it broke the bank. 
 

An extract from the book, from when it applied and obtained a bank licence is given 
below:   
 

“In 1997, Harkirat Singh applied to the RBI for a licence to start a banking business 
under the terms of Section 22 (1) of the Banking Regulation Act of 1949. That had been 
two years after he thought up the idea. In 2001, four years after he applied for the 
licence and a month before he turned forty-nine, the licence came through. 
 
In that application lay details of Singh’s credentials, the track records of his Indian 
partners as well as that of Rabobank International Holding, the proposed management 
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structure and the financial plan and strategy of the proposed bank. In addition, the 
application was endorsed by a letter from the chairman of the managing board of 
Rabobank International Holding, stating that it would give its fullest support to the 
successful incorporation of the proposed bank.” 
 
The RBI had issued a press release when it granted an ‘in-principle’ approval. The 
release said that Ashok Kapur and two other bankers (Rana Kapoor and Harkirat Singh) 
with Rabobank International Holding had applied for the licence.  The press release 
went on to state that a high-level committee had found Kapur and the two other 
professionals suitable for setting up a new private sector bank.  
 

On 4 February 2003, another application was made to the RBI to extend the in principle 
approval so that the promoters could go arrange the required initial capital. 
 

The central bank went ahead and granted the extension for another six months until 6 
August 2003, by which time they had to wrap up all formalities for starting the bank. 
 

Then, in a surprise move that left everyone in the banking world scratching their heads, 
Singh, widely acknowledged as the architect of the idea behind the newest private 
commercial bank in India, exited the company even as key senior management had 
been identified, policies developed, tech platforms approved, and office premises 
shortlisted, and the bank was ready to open doors. 
 

Samit Ghosh, who worked with Singh in Lebanon, says, ‘It was largely because of his 
reputation as an astute banker with integrity that he was able to get a licence from the 
RBI for a new bank. It is doubtful they would have got the licence without Harkirat. At 
that stage, Harkirat approached me to join the new bank to lead the retail initiative. He 
then went off to Europe to represent the group and then the partnership fell apart even 
before the bank started.’ 
 

Sometime around the middle of 2002, dark clouds began to gather, and Singh’s exit 
raised speculation regarding conflict between him and the two bankers that he himself 
had brought on board. Why would one of the country’s top guns in the banking world 
walk away from a dream that he had nurtured for half a dozen years just when he was 
so close to the finish line? In fact, lawyers who are in the know say that Singh’s name 
was on the final agreement that was readied and pending execution. All that was 
needed was for the document to be signed, stamped and registered, but Singh exited 
the deal. 
 

The official press release that Singh sent out to the media, as a signed statement on 
the 28 April 2003, said that there ‘was no longer a complete alignment with the vision, 
going forward.’ That was the official statement but there was much more lurking 



 Institutional  
EYE 

 

  

    8 January 2021                                          iiasdviosry.com                                                3 

beneath the surface. One rumour bandied about by corporate honchos at the time was 
that Singh was clearly focused on running the bank as a universal bank with a priority 
to enhance credit delivery to the food and agricultural sector and improve its value 
chain there. It’s also likely that there had been a much larger blueprint in Singh’s mind 
to create an institution with the highest standards of corporate governance and credit 
management through economic capital principles and introduce banking products that 
were not yet available in India.  
 

So what exactly went wrong? If anyone knew the inner workings of how the agreement 
between the brothers-in-law, Singh and Rabobank had come undone, it would have to 
be ……the Dutchman. 
 

 

 

 

Pavan Lall is a journalist and author. He writes for a number of 
newspapers and magazines including  Fortune, Moneycontrol, 
Business Standard.    Prior to this he was associate editor with 
Business Standard. He is the author of two books, ‘Yes Man’ and 
‘Flawed: The Rise and Fall of India’s Diamond Mogul Nirav Modi.’ 
e-mail: pavanlall2010@gmail.com Twitter: @LallPavan 

 
 

 
You can use the following link to buy the book: 
https://www.amazon.in/Yes-Man-Untold-Story-Kapoor-
ebook/dp/B08NXZYWCJ 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.amazon.in/Yes-Man-Untold-Story-Kapoor-ebook/dp/B08NXZYWCJ
https://www.amazon.in/Yes-Man-Untold-Story-Kapoor-ebook/dp/B08NXZYWCJ
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Disclaimer 
This document has been authored by Pavan Lall. The views expressed in the document are personal to the author and do not 
necessarily reflect the opinion of IiAS. IiAS shall not be in any way responsible for any loss or damage that may arise to any person 
from any inadvertent error in the information contained in this report. This document is provided for assistance only and is not 
intended to be and must not be taken as the basis for any voting or investment decision and/or legal opinion/advice. The user 
assumes the entire risk of any use made of this information. Each recipient of this document should make such investigation as it 
deems necessary to arrive at an independent evaluation of the individual resolutions referred to in this document (including the 
merits and risks involved). The discussions or views expressed may not be suitable for all investors. The information given in this 
document is as of the date of this report and there can be no assurance that future results or events will be consistent with this 
information. This information is subject to change without any prior notice. IiAS reserves the right to make modifications and 
alterations to this statement as may be required from time to time. However, IiAS is under no obligation to update or keep the 
information current. Nevertheless, IiAS is committed to providing independent and transparent recommendation to its client and 
would be happy to provide any information in response to specific client queries. Neither IiAS nor any of its affiliates, group 
companies, directors, employees, agents or representatives shall be liable for any damages whether direct, indirect, special or 
consequential including lost revenue or lost profits that may arise from or in connection with the use of the information. The 
disclosures of interest statements incorporated in this document are provided solely to enhance the transparency and should not 
be treated as endorsement of the views expressed in the report. 
 
Confidentiality 
This information is strictly confidential and is being furnished to you solely for your information. This information should not be 
reproduced or redistributed or passed on directly or indirectly in any form to any other person or published, copied, in whole or in 
part, for any purpose. This report is not directed or intended for distribution to, or use by, any person or entity who is a citizen or 
resident of or located in any locality, state, country or other jurisdiction, where such distribution, publication, availability or use 
would be contrary to law, regulation or which would subject IiAS to any registration or licensing requirements within such 
jurisdiction. The distribution of this document in certain jurisdictions may be restricted by law, and persons in whose possession 
this document comes, should inform themselves about and observe, any such restrictions. The information provided in these 
reports remains, unless otherwise stated, the copyright of IiAS. All layout, design, original artwork, concepts and other Intellectual 
Properties, remains the property and copyright of IiAS and may not be used in any form or for any purpose whatsoever by any 
party without the express written permission of the copyright holders. 
 
Other Disclosures 
IiAS is a SEBI registered research entity (proxy advisor registration number: INH000000024) dedicated to providing participants in 
the Indian market with independent opinions, research and data on corporate governance issues as well as voting 
recommendations on shareholder resolutions of about 750 listed Indian companies (https://www.iiasadvisory.com/iias-coverage-
list). Our products and services include voting advisory reports, standardized services under the Indian Corporate Governance 
Scorecard, and databases (www.iiasadrian.com and www.iiascompayre.com). There are no significant or material orders passed 
against the company by any of the Regulators or Courts/Tribunals.  
 
Yes Bank is one of IiAS’ shareholders. 
 
This article contains excerpts of the book, ‘Yes Man: The Untold Story of Rana Kapoor’ and is a commentary on the general trends 
and developments witnessed in the securities market. 
 

https://www.iiasadvisory.com/iias-coverage-list
https://www.iiasadvisory.com/iias-coverage-list
http://www.iiasadrian.com/
http://www.iiascompayre.com/
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About IiAS 
Institutional Investor Advisory Services India Limited (IiAS) is an advisory firm, dedicated to 
providing participants in the Indian market with independent opinions, research and data on 
corporate governance issues as well as voting recommendations on shareholder resolutions 
for about 800 companies that account for over 95% of market capitalization.  
 
IiAS provides bespoke research, valuation advisory services and assists institutions in their 
engagement with company managements and their boards.  

 
IiAS has equity participation by Aditya Birla Sunlife AMC, Axis Bank, Fitch Group Inc., HDFC, ICICI 
Prudential Life Insurance, Kotak Mahindra Bank, RBL Bank Limited, Tata Investment 
Corporation, UTI Asset Management Company Limited and Yes Bank.  

IiAS is a SEBI registered research entity (proxy advisor registration number: INH000000024). 
 


