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Boards in India need to be ‘woke’
A bill in the state of Georgia in the US, innocuously titled SB 202 was passed on
25 March 2021. It is creating ripples as it threatens to upend the decades old
cozy relationship between business and the Republican party. It is also set to
change the equation between business and politics in times to come. What
message does this carry for Indian companies and boards?

President Donald Trump lost the state of Georgia in the November 2020
presidential ballot – the first republican candidate to do so since 1992.
With the gubernatorial elections looming in 2022, the Republican party
swung into action and legislated changes to their voting laws. These
include a shorter timeline for mail-in absentee ballots – from when you
can ask for it, to when you need to submit it. A more rigorous identity
check for those using this mail-in route. Fewer places where these
ballots will be collected with restrictions regarding when these droppoints will be accessible to the voter. And many more. Although some
changes have merit, like printing these ballots on security paper or
asking for the ballot papers to be dropped in early to ensure that all
votes get counted in time, most believe these changes will make it more
difficult for the ‘under-represented communities’ and blacks who largely
support the Democrats while voting. In a pattern, all too familiar to us,
the bill was hurriedly passed into law: the governor signed the bill with
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undue haste, the very day it was passed by both the houses. Clearly, it
is never too early to begin campaigning - irrespective of in which country
you are seeking office.
After some murmur by voting right activists, the first major salvo was
fired by 72 Black CEO’s who signed an open letter published in a fullpage ad in The New York Times on 31 March, within a week of the bill
becoming law. “This is a nonpartisan issue; this is a moral issue,”
Kenneth Chenault, the ex-CEO of American Express told The Wall
Street Journal. James Quincey, the CEO of Coca Cola, told CNBC that
Coca Cola was always against the bill as it riles ‘against the principles
we have always stood for’, and voiced it stance publicly when the bill
was signed into law. Ed Bastion, the CEO of Delta Airlines, which too
has a large presence in the city sent a memo to his staff in which he
said, “this bill was based on a lie: that there was widespread voter
fraud in Georgia in the 2020 elections."
But it was all talk, till Major League Baseball announced that it is
pulling out the all-star baseball game from Atlanta because of the new
laws. This is the equivalent of pulling an IPL cricket final from Eden
Garden because of a law passed by the West Bengal Legislature.
As expected, the Republican have dug their heels in, complaining of a
cancel culture and citing that the bill is being misunderstood. At the
time of writing, this story is three weeks old, and still unfolding. And
with elections looming over the horizon, the stake for politicians on
both sides of the divide are high, and they will do all it takes to win.
We must wait and watch to see how this will end.

As events unwrap, the question to ask is: Are Indian Boards too docile
when dealing with the State? Should they be more vocal regarding
policy? Rajiv Bajaj speaking out cannot be taken as proof that Indian
business has a habit of speaking truth to power. And a company’s claim
that its CSR spends show that it has a conscience, is missing the woods
for the trees.
I do not expect companies – nor am I asking them to wade neck-deep
into political issues. They have their shareholders to think about and
the State controls far too many levers, for them to risk doing so. But
corporations do speak, albeit in closed rooms on policies that narrowly
impact their business and publicly when they litigate against the
government on tenders, contracts and policies that affect them. So they
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can certainly speak on issues that affect the society in which they
operate. The pandemic – masking, social distancing and vaccinations is
one issue, on which many business leaders have weighed in. But there
are many others: the size of the fiscal deficit, spend on healthcare,
quality of education, police reforms, capacity building in judiciary,
regulators, and bureaucracy, speeding up the courts. Such issues will
impact our civil society and our polity for generations - to say nothing of
bolstering business competitiveness.
The mandarins will push back. They have a tradition of listening only to
their own. Politicians are prickly when in power - they always have been
and always will be. But this cannot be an excuse for holding back.
Companies owe it to the future generations to speak-up. To quote
Abraham Lincoln, they ‘cannot escape the responsibility of tomorrow by
evading it today.’

A modified version of this blog, titled ‘A woke board for India’ appeared in
Business Standard on 20 April 2021. You can access it by clicking this link:
https://www.business-standard.com/article/opinion/a-woke-board-for-india121042000033_1.html

22 April 2021

iiasadvisory.com

3

Institutional
EYE
Disclaimer
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/iiascoverage-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.
This document is a reproduction of an article that appeared in media. These views may or may not reflect the opinion of IiAS.
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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 and ESG 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 and assists institutions in their engagement with company managements and
their boards. It runs two cloud-based platforms, SMART to help investors with reporting on their stewardship
activities and ADRIAN, a repository of resolutions and institutional voting patterns.
IiAS together with the International Finance Corporation (IFC) and BSE Limited, supported by the Government of
Japan, developed a Corporate Governance Scorecard for India. The company specific granular scores based on
an evaluation of their governance practices, together with benchmarks, can be accessed by investors and
companies. IiAS has extended this framework to ESG – Environment, Social and Governance. IiAS has worked
with some of India’s largest hedge funds, alternate investment funds and PE Funds to guide them in their ESG
assessments and integrate ESG into their investment decisions.
IiAS’ shareholders include Aditya Birla Sunlife AMC Limited, Axis Bank Limited, Fitch Group Inc., HDFC
Investments Limited, ICICI Prudential Life Insurance Company Limited, Kotak Mahindra Bank Limited, RBL Bank
Limited, Tata Investment Corporation Limited, UTI Asset Management Company Limited, and Yes Bank.
IiAS is a SEBI registered entity (proxy advisor registration number: INH000000024).
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