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Soft(ware) Power

Phones to cars, software is key product differentiator now. India should focus on
taking the lead in this space.

TOI Editorials

It's 15 years since venture capitalist Marc Andreessen said, “software is eating the world”, and he couldn’t
have been more right. We have an app for everything now - multiple apps actually. So, in a nod to
Darwin, software has been eating software. Take for example the news that Google’s Gemini Al models
will power Apple’s Siri virtual assistant. This marks the end of a race that started in 2010 when Google’s
Android OS, and Apple, acquired voice command capabilities almost simultaneously. Amazon’s Alexa and
Microsoft’s Cortana were also hot contenders at one point. But a Gemini-powered Siri in 2026 proves that
software matters more than hardware.

Thanks to the Apple deal, Google’s parent Alphabet has cracked the $4tn valuation club, populated by just
one other entity currently - Nvidia. Of course, markets are fickle. Microsoft and Apple were there, slipped
out, and may be back anytime. What matters is value measured in terms of life-changing impact. And
there’s no doubt the world is much more livable thanks to software. Everything from food to rides and
flights is a click away. We can connect with friends on foreign shores for free. We can have our fill of
movies and songs for small monthly fees. Software makes it possible for anyone, anywhere to get the best
education. It's improved healthcare. Farmers get better weather forecasts and market news. Factories are
safer, and product quality better, again thanks to software. Even war is now software’s playfield. Israel’s
Lavender targeting system can identify Hamas operatives; Ukraine’s Op Spider Web was a modern take
on the Trojan horse.

Hardware still matters - ask Boeing. But software is the key differentiator, the game changer. German
carmakers have struggled against the Chinese not because their motors and chassis are inferior, but
because the Chinese make slicker OS and interfaces for EVs, thanks to their extensive experience of
making smartphones. With its vast pool of tech talent, India can also be a software powerhouse. After all,
Alphabet and Microsoft have been helmed by Indian-origin engineers for years. To make software, we
don’t need lithium and cobalt mines. We already write a lot of code for MNCs at our GCCs, and that’s
great, but what we need are brands of our own. Our own world-beating products powered by our own
software.
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The 10-Minute Drama

Govt intervention in quick commerce misreads why delivery personnel are in a rush.
It’s not about the ‘promise’ to consumers, but because their income'’s tied to the
number of completed orders per day.

Anupam Manur, [ The writer is economics professor, Takshashila Institution, Bengaluru ]

In India, time is a nebulous concept that is elastic and can bend like monsoon rubber, stretched endlessly
without a whisper of a protest. Yet, here we are, strangely stuck in a national debate over grocery
deliveries in 10 minutes. The Union labour minister has quietly asked quick commerce companies to
move away from the explicit “10-minute delivery” advertising taglines. While it is heartening to know
that India has suddenly woken up to the concept of road safety, a hitherto alien concept to most road
users, changing marketing timelines is mere policy theatre.

@ Indian quick commerce companies’ promise of 10-minute delivery is more of a marketing tagline than
a legal commitment or even a liable customer promise. Unlike the erstwhile Domino commitment of 30
minutes or free, there are no explicit consequences for not delivering in 10 minutes.
Yes, there are implicit pressures that such a tagline can create because customers would expect delivery
in a timeframe. But now that customer expectations are anchored around a specific number, changing the
tagline might not make a difference. Marketing departments can remove the 10-minute promise, even as
they come up with innovative taglines rooted in the same anchored effect. Such as, “delivery before your
chai cools down” or “at your door before the ad break ends.”

@ The ultra-fast delivery promise is kept not by making delivery agents speed across the city and cover
vast distances, but by strategic use of data, cheap labour, and ability to locate warehouses in dense urban
areas. Using demand data, quick commerce companies have strategically situated dark stores or
warehouses in localities where they can service many customers in short periods of time. Further, many
of the deliveries are done on e-scooters, which have an inherent speed cap.

® On the algorithm side, the actual delivery time shown to customers is never fixed at 10 minutes. It is
dynamic and is based on dark store distance, traffic conditions, time of day, weather and real-time rider
availability.

More importantly, riders are not shown the delivery time promised to customers and are thus not
pressurised to meet the deadlines. The real reason for the rush is the nature of gig work itself. Riders are
paid for each gig they complete and will therefore want to complete one delivery as quickly as possible, in
order to be able to do another one. This will remain true irrespective of whether the delivery time
promised is 10 or 30 minutes.

® The equation for workers in the gig industry in India is very different from their counterparts
elsewhere. Most of them do not view this as a freelancing project, taken up to supplement income.
Instead, earnings from gig work are the primary source of income for most people involved in it.
Therefore, the biggest incentive is to maximise income in a limited time.
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It would be unfair to place the entire burden of the failure of the Indian economy to produce jobs and
livelihoods on one sector, a sector that is in fact providing income and livelihoods to millions. It might be
far from ideal to have the burgeoning youth of the country doing unskilled gig work that has no career
trajectory, but there is something problematic about demanding Scandinavian labour standards in a
country that just cannot generate enough jobs.

@ During the recent festive period, calls for greater govt intervention to rein in quick commerce surfaced
in response to the strikes by workers who felt they were inadequately compensated or protected.
Simultaneously, thousands of other workers fulfilled holiday orders across India in record numbers,
showing their revealed preference, albeit in a constrained choice environment. Gig workers too have
agency and will choose this until something better comes along.

@ Back to road safety, though Deepinder Goyal’s comments on X a few days back were shot down as
deflection and lack of accountability, these had more than an element of truth. Traffic rules in India are
viewed as optional suggestions and not as mandatory diktats. Thus, the breaking of traffic rules is a pan-
India, society-wide problem. Indeed, it is not uncommon for police personnel to be seen driving in the
wrong way. Enforcement is weak and rule-breaking is the norm rather than the exception.

Delivery personnel with clearly marked uniforms visually stand out as the primary culprits. But in the
absence of disaggregated, publicly available data, it is premature to single out delivery personnel as
uniquely culpable. It would also be naive to believe that delivery personnel will magically be transformed
into model road users with the removal of delivery time limits.

® The road safety conversation is not the problem. The performative way it is being conducted is. We
should demand that companies have lesser opacity in their algorithms - be transparent about the
penalties for late deliveries.

More importantly, companies are in a unique position to track riders and their road use patterns and
thus, have the greatest amount of power to influence behaviour. Companies should monitor and actively
disincentivise rule-breaking (such as riding in the wrong way). They can also proactively publish accident
rates among their delivery partners, which would allow analysts to check if these are higher than societal
averages.

@ Asking companies to change taglines is a low-friction, high-visibility intervention that allows the state
to be seen as acting without engaging in the politically harder work of enforcement, infra reform, or
police accountability. Through it all lies the danger of moral licencing, where the removal of the 10-

minute marketing slogan will seem like fixing the problem, though it will do little to change on-ground
realities.

THe Economic ' TIMES Date: 15-01-26

Past-Present PPPs Need Nourishing

ET Editorial
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Heritage is a layered, complex idea. Preserving legacy — particularly of the built, structural kind — has
long rested with Archaeological Survey of India (ASI). With responsibility for over 3,000 centrally
protected monuments, ASI has struggled to keep pace with limited budgets and chronic staff shortages.
Conservation, often resource-intensive and technically demanding, has increasingly tested the limits of a
single, cash-strapped public agency. Gol’s decision to let the doors open to private sector participation in
core conservation will enable ASI to empanel private conservation architects and agencies. This is
welcome. Corporate donors contributing via National Culture Fund (NCF) can engage chosen experts to
execute projects, within ASI-approved standards and under regulatory oversight. Importantly, ASI retains
its supervisory authority, ensuring that conservation integrity is not compromised.

Inclusion of private players in maintaining heritage, though not entirely new, deserves care and caution.
It marks a departure from earlier initiatives such as ‘Adopt a Heritage’, which focused primarily on visitor
amenities. Concerns about the new approach understandably persist around commercialisation that
sidesteps care or taste, donor-driven misaligned priorities, and uneven conservation practices. This
means a need for clear guidelines, strong monitoring and sensitivity to local contexts.

Yet, evidence from such engagements and adaptive reuse projects shows that when private capital
operates within welldefined public frameworks, it can, indeed, improve conservation outcomes. Such

partnerships can also create sustainable revenue streams, strengthen long-term stewardship, and
provide a new lifeline for monuments that otherwise go to seed.
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