Automation and Al continue to
offer rich promise to Indian cos

STUTI ROY
New Delhi, December 31

AUTOMATION AND Al con-
tinued to log in multi-million
dollar prospects for Indian IT
companies despite slower
overall growth and visa con-
cerns in an eventful year that
was marked by high-drama
of a hostile takeover at
Mindtree, change of guard at
Wipro, and whistleblower al-
legations against Infosys top
leadership.

In a departure from the
past, industry body Nasscom
discontinued providing its
annual growth forecast for
the industry — an important
tool to gauge the sentiment
of the sector.

For 2019, Nasscom said it
was “cautiously optimistic”
and cited rising global eco-
nomic uncertainties arising
out of trade wars and protec-
tionism.

The industry is focussing
on new-age technologies like
robotics, artificial intelli-
gence (Al) and machine lean-
ing to not just help customers
stay ahead in the game but
also remain competitive
themselves.

The advent of new tech-
nology paradigms like robot-
ics, Al blockchain and IoT is
changing how companies
and individuals consume
technology and for the Indian
businesses to remain suc-
cessful,an update to the tech-
nology of tomorrow, today
will be needed, Nasscom Se-
nior VP and Chief Strategy

Officer Sangeeta Gupta said.

With automation and ar-
tificial intelligence increas-
ingly becoming an integral
part of business, concerns
around layoffs also continued
to linger through the year.

At the end of October, US-
based Cognizant said it
planned to slash up to 7,000
jobs as part of cost-reduction
efforts. Infosys too was re-
ported to be mulling firing
thousands but the company
clarified that there were no
planned layoffs.

However, industry leaders
sought to allay apprehen-
sions on job losses and main-
tained that industry contin-
ues to be a healthy net hirer.

“The IT industry contin-
ues to hire in large numbers.
The sector, in fact, expected

net hires to total about 1.2
lakh last year and ended up
hiring 1.7 lakh. This year, in
the first quarter itself, 85,000
net new hirings have taken
place,” WNS Group CEO and
Nasscom Chairman Keshav
Murugesh said.

He further stated: “Con-
sidering that the industry has
witnessed a positive hiring
trend, from Nasscom’s point
of view, we are cautiously op-
timistic in terms of the over-
all year and aim to see this
trend continue in the coming
year”.

Theyear 2019 saw change
of guard at one of India’s
biggest IT companies. Wipro
founder Azim H Premji, who
turned a small vegetable oil
producer into a $8.5 billion
software behemoth, retired
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as the company head in July-
end, handing over the reinsto
his son, Rishad.

It was also an exciting year
in the Indian IT sector-in
terms of M&As. Baring Pri-
vate Equity Asia (BPEA)
bought about 30% share'in
in:a
%2,627 crore deal.

Besides, hostile takeover
bid added that dramatic, edge
of the seat moment to the
year when Larsen & Toubro
bought 20.32% shares in
Mindtree from VG Sid-
dhartha and his coffee entet-
prise for over ¥3,000 crore in
March. And then it mounted
a takeover bid picking up
more share purchases from
the open market and eventu-
ally making an open offer. "

Mindtree’s larger rival In-
fosys had its own battle
to fight.

While Infosys had battled
allegations of governance
lapses in 2017 against the
then CEO Vishal Sikka and
certain Board members, this
year saw anonymous whistle-
blowers alleging that CEQ
Salil Parekh and chief fman-
cial officer (CFO) Nilanjan
Roy inflated revenues. The is-
sue continues to be probed, .

The US continues to be an
important market for the In-
dian IT services players, ac-
counting for over 60% of th;e
export revenues. While Indlan
companies have ramped up lo-
cal hiring in these markets,
there continue to be challenges
on theregulatoryfront in terms
of visa-related issues. ~—BTI



