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recently met some senior delegates of a foreign bank who
overseeglobal paymentoperations. Itook theopportunity to
askthemtocompareIndiawith the US, south-east Asian coun-
triesand Chinaintermsofspeed of evolution of payment tech-
nologies. Theysaid Indiaisina “differentorbit” as far asrevolu-
tion in paymentsis concerned.

Ourinsideviewisnodifferent. For twodecades, the onlyway
you could seftle amerchant’s bill was by a debit card or credit
card, which was a huge innovation by itself. Payment wallets
arrived onlyrecently, and have alreadyfound uptake by over 250
million customers, A recent report says that hanks’ prepaid pay-
ment instruments (PPs) are growing faster than wal}et -only
companies. /

Just a year ago, Unified Payments Interface (UPI)—the new
blockbuster product—arrived on the Aadhaar platform. Then
thereis USSD (unstructuredsupplementary service data) bank-
ingfor feature phones (mobilebanking on feature phones with-
out any Internet connection; you can make person-to-person
payments dialling*99#). USSD banking had only 7,000 transac-

tionsin November 2016 and it grew to 95,000 transactions by -

December. :
Then thereis Bharat Interface for Money (BHIM)—the app set

aworld record by witnessing 18 million downloads within two

monthsoflaunch, Thereis Samsung Pay, Apple Pay, and nowwe
have Aadhaar Pay, whichisthemerchant version of alreadyin use

Aadhaar Enabled Payment System (AEPS), where themerchant

4

- numberandpressthe finger forhiometric authentication. This
‘isanalternativeforall onlineand card transactionswhichrequire

password and PIN, Five banks—the State Bank of India (SBI),
IDFCBank, Andhra Bank, IndusInd Bank, and Syndicate Bank—
have already launchedit.

Thetippingpoint forany change usually happensbecause of
rapidadoption andnetworkeffect. ButinIndia, the tipping point
forDigital Indiahasbeen enabled by theAadhaarplatform and
the UPI systembased onit.

Thisapart,anumber ofnew technologies are emergingaround
us:machine learning (aset of algorithmsthat train on a dataset
tomakepredictions), deeplearning (where quality of output con-
tinuestoincrease ascompared totraditional learning algorithms
wheretheoutput curye tapersoff) and roboticsare making adeep
impacton financial services. Soisartificial intelligence; in fact,
itis real intelligence, and it's time we accorded it respect and
| calledmR’I“I—RealTlmelnte]hgence—asn
COLUN N ismoreeffectiveandrealtimethan human

o intelligence,

b The financial servicessystemis quickly
ridingon these technologies. HDFCBank haslaunched thefirst
humanoidindomestichanking, therobot Ira. Theysaidit willbe
positioned near the welcome desk; it will greet customers and

guidethemto the relevant counterin the branch. ICICI Bank has

Jaunched robot-hased banking to automate 10% of its transac-
tions. Sizeis notadiscriminator—even smaller hanksare taking
similar steps; for instance, City Union Bank has launched the
robot Lakshmi, Another bank has announced opening bank
accounts using Aadhaar. A bank representative just points the
camera directlyattheeyes of theapplicantfor fivesecondsand
the Aadhaar details are retrieved from the Aadhaar database
usingretinascan. The photograph and addresscanbe matched
with the customer immediately.

India’slargestbanksare buildinga consortium totestan nter-
bankblockchain (ddistributed platform for recording transac-
tionscalled hyperledgerwhichwould helpbanks settle transac-
tionsmore efficiently) to put the country at the cutting edge of
adoption of the technology.
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Research in Banking Technology (IDRBT), released a white
paperforablockchainplatform tosettle tradefinance transac-
tions. State-owned bankslike SBl are practicallyat the forefront
of digital banking and are working on branchlessbanking. On
blockchain, SBlisworking with NewYork hased start-up Mone-
taGo, whichwill provide the platform.

The point s, the landscape is changing rapidlyjust asitisin
cricket, Forinstance, in India, fordecades wehad flat pitches, no
decision review system, benefit of doubt to the batsman, with
matcheslasting five days and 90% of them drawn!Nowconsider
therecent seriesbetween Indiaand Australia. Australiawon the
first testhy 333 runsin Pune. Indiawon thesecond testinBenga-
luruby 75 runs, The third wasadraw, thatcould have beenawell-
deserved win for the Indians.

On all grounds now, the pitch turns and the ball bounces,
unpredictable as they are. However, if you have the skill set to
deal withit, youwill do great. Flat pitches don't exist anymore,
That'show the financial landscapeis.
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