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MARKET OPENING | QUICK PULSE
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2026 : Nifty 50 Performance (Moving Avg. 50 Days)

75,415

BSE Sensex (May 2026)

6.4%

GDP Growth FY2026 (IMF)

3.4%

Core Inflation (Feb 2026)

341.6T

Currency in Circulation

Setting the Scene: India's Six-Month Economic Journey

The period between December 2025 and May
2026 has been, quite simply, one of the most
consequential six-month windows in India's modern
economic history. Three landmark trade agreements
signed in rapid succession, a GDP growth print that
surprised even the most optimistic forecasters, a
geopolitical shock at the border, and a stock market that
swung between euphoria and caution — India's
economic story in this edition of Prime Pulse is anything
but dull.
The BSE Sensex, which had been navigating a cautious
phase through late 2025, found its footing in the new
year as international investors took notice of India's
trade deal diplomacy. The index touched a high of
approximately 80,000 in February 2026 following the
announcement of the US-India trade deal, before
retreating to around 75,415 by late May 2026 as Middle
East tensions triggered foreign investor outflows.
Foreign institutional investors withdrew over $22 billion
from Indian equities in under three months — exceeding
the previous full-year record — yet the market
demonstrated remarkable resilience underpinned by

strong domestic institutional buying.

GDP: Beating Every Forecast:

India's National Statistics Office delivered a

stunning revision in early 2026: GDP growth for FY2026 was
estimated at 7.4%, later revised upward to 7.6% — the
strongest performance since FY2022 and well ahead of the
government's own projection range of 6.3-6.8%. The
International Monetary Fund's World Economic Outlook,
released in January 2026, had pegged India's growth at 7.3%
for the fiscal year before revising it upward on the strength of
Q3 and Q4 performance. This places India firmly as the
fastest-growing major economy in the G20, outpacing China
(4.4%), the United States (2.3%), and the Euro Area (1.3%)
by significant margins.
Government consumption accelerated sharply, expanding
5.2% compared to 2.3% in the prior fiscal year. Gross fixed
capital formation rose 7.8%, reflecting continued
infrastructure commitment. Private consumption, the engine
of India's domestic-driven growth model, grew 7.7% — a
meaningful acceleration from 5.8% the year before. These
numbers tell a consistent story: India's growth is broad-based,
domestically driven, and increasingly resilient to external
shocks.
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"India’'s GDP grew an estimated 7.6%

in FY2026 — the

sharpest expansion rate since FY2022, far exceeding
initial government projections of 6.3—6.8%."
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Monetary Policy: RBI Navigates Complexity

The Reserve Bank of India has had a nuanced task during this period.
Core inflation declined to 3.4% by February 2026, comfortably within the RBI's
target band, enabling the central bank to maintain an accommodative to neutral
stance through the first half of the year. However, the escalation of Middle East
tensions from April 2026 onwards introduced fresh inflationary risk through
elevated crude oil prices, putting the RBI's next moves under intense scrutiny. By
late May 2026, reports suggested the RBI was evaluating the case for a
precautionary rate adjustment to defend the rupee, which had depreciated under
pressure from persistent foreign outflows and rising energy import costs.

Corporate India: Winners and Watchpoints: Among corporate
highlights, Titan Company hit a 52-week high following strong quarterly results,
with the consumer discretionary sector benefiting from robust urban spending. Axis
Bank, ICICI Bank, and HDFC Bank led the banking sector recovery in May, though
SBI's Q4 2026 earnings disappointed and triggered a sharp market sell-off led by a
6% drop in SBI shares. The IT and FMCG sectors demonstrated defensive
resilience during the geopolitical volatility, emerging as safe harbours for
institutional investors. LIC reported a 23% rise in net profit for FY2026, posting
record figures and declaring a dividend — a signal of the health of India's broader
financial ecosystem.

Currency in circulation reached an all-time high of ¥41.6 trillion during FY2026, a
figure that reflects both the economy's size and the continued deepening of India's
cash-and-digital hybrid economy. Meanwhile, Coal India faced pressure as the
government explored a stake sale, and Reliance Industries continued its
diversification push across new energy, digital commerce, and retail — remaining
the bellwether of India Inc.'s ambition

The References: IMF World Economic Outlook Update, January 2026 | India National Statistics
Office — GDP Advance Estimates FY2026, revised February 2026 | BSE/NSE Market Data, May 2026

| SBI Research Desk, India-US Trade Deal: 18% tariff on goods trade is finally a reality', February 2026

| RBI Monetary Policy Committee Statements, 2026 | IIFL Capital Services, Market Update, May | 2026 |
Zerodha Pulse Financial News Aggregator, May 2026 | World Bank India Development Update, April 9,
2026 | LIC Annual Results FY2026, BSE Filings, May 2026

The Trade Deal Dividend:

Perhaps no single factor
shaped market sentiment in this period
more than the remarkable sequence of
trade deals. The India-UK FTA, laid
before Parliament in January 2026, the
US-India trade deal announced on
February 2, 2026, and the landmark
EU-India FTA signed on January 27,
2026, collectively represent a
diplomatic and economic achievement
with generational implications.

For markets, the immediate
response was a surge of confidence in
India's export sectors — textiles,
pharmaceuticals, IT services, gems
and jewellery — and a re-rating of
companies with EU and US exposure.
Looking ahead, the second half of
2026 will be defined by whether this
trade deal dividend translates into
tangible FDI inflows, export growth,
and manufacturing investment. The
foundation has rarely been stronger.
The risks — Middle East energy
prices, foreign outflows, and the pace
of global demand recovery — are real
but manageable for an economy firing
on multiple cylinders.

Check Out :

www.primepulseglobal.com
www.Primepaths.com

RIME PULSE



http://www.primepulseglobal.com/
http://www.primepaths.com/

FEATURE ARTICLE | INDIA + EUROPE

The Mother of All Deals

A Partnership of Giants

$24 Trillion 2 Billion
Combined GDP v a Consumer Market

Economic output represents ™\ ! Unites the world’s most
approximately one-quarter \ . populous democracy with the
of global GDP. / y world’s largest single market.

20 Years in the Making

Generational breakthrough, following decades of
stalled and revived diplomatic negotiations.

Strategic Wins & Sector Impact

Tariff Liberalization Coverage
il

India’s Export Surge i Europe’s Market Access
Tariff elimination offers immediate Phased tariff reductions open
growth for Indian textiles, apparel, — India's massive automotive, wine, and spirits

gems, and IT services i markets to European producers

Geopolitical Diversification

Reduces India’s $94B trade deficit with China
and mitigates exposure to US tariffs

2 Billion | $24T 96.6% | 99.3% |20 Years

Combined Combined GDP Annual Bilateral India Tariff EU Tariff Duration of
Consumer Market (USD) Trade Liberalisation Liberalisation Negotiations

A Moment Two Decades in the Making:

On the morning of January 27, 2026, something extraordinary happened at Hyderabad House in New Delhi. Prime
Minister Narendra Modi stood alongside European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen and European Council President
Antoénio Costa to announce the conclusion of the India-European Union Free Trade Agreement — a deal that had been negotiated,
stalled, revived, and reimagined across nearly two decades of diplomatic effort. Von der Leyen, who had telegraphed the
imminent breakthrough at the World Economic Forum in Davos just one week earlier, chose words that immediately became the
agreement's defining phrase: 'Some call it the mother of all deals.’

She was not exaggerating. The India-EU FTA is, by any objective measure, one of the most consequential bilateral
trade agreements concluded in the 21st century. It brings together the world's most populous democracy and the world's largest
single market, creating a free trade zone encompassing nearly two billion consumers and a combined economic output of
approximately $24 trillion — roughly a quarter of global GDP. Bilateral goods and services trade between India and the EU
already stands at €180 billion annually, sustaining nearly 800,000 jobs across Europe. The ambition of the agreement is to double
EU exports to India by 2032.
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""We have created a free trade zone of 2 billion people, with both sides set to gain
economically. We have sent a signal to the world that rules-based cooperation still
delivers great outcomes."

What the Deal Actually Does?

At its core, the agreement is a sweeping liberalisation of the trade relationship that had long been constrained by India's

historically high tariff walls and the EU's complex regulatory environment. The FTA raises total trade liberalisation coverage to 96.6%
for India and 99.3% for the EU, covering an extraordinary breadth of goods — from Indian textiles, gems and jewellery, leather
goods, pharmaceuticals, seafood, and agri-processed products, to European automobiles, wine and spirits, advanced machinery, dairy

products, and chemicals.

The agreement covers not only goods but also services, investment, intellectual property rights, geographical indications, government
procurement, and regulatory cooperation — making it a genuinely next-generation trade framework rather than a simple tariff-
reduction exercise. India's IT services exports — already worth approximately $50 billion annually to EU markets — stand to gain
from improved professional mobility provisions, while European investment into India's manufacturing and digital infrastructure

sectors is expected to accelerate under the investment protection provisions.

The Geopolitical Catalyst

It would be naive to read the signing of this agreement as purely an
economic event. The timing — January 2026 — carries enormous
geopolitical significance. The global trade environment had been upended by
the Trump administration's sweeping tariff increases, which had reached 50%
in certain sectors for some trading partners. For India, which faced
significant exposure to US tariffs on goods exports including textiles and
gems and jewellery, diversification of export markets became strategically
urgent. Europe's vast, high-income consumer base offered exactly the
diversification India needed.

For the EU, the calculus was equally strategic. With China-EU
trade relations increasingly fraught — and with the EU's own economic
growth slowing to an estimated 1.3% in 2026 — securing a growing, rules-
compliant trading partner in India was both an economic and diplomatic
priority. As the Kiel Institute for the World Economy noted in its analysis,
the FTA is expected to result in substantial trade diversion away from China:
India's trade deficit with China had reached $94 billion in 2024, and the FTA
creates powerful incentives for Indian manufacturers to shift sourcing of
inputs from China to EU suppliers.

Sector-by-Sector Impact:
Textiles and apparel represent perhaps the most immediate and

- significant opportunity for Indian exporters. With
EU tariffs eliminated on the vast majority of Indian
textile exports, India's garment and fabric industry
— which had struggled against competition from
Bangladesh (which enjoyed duty-free EU access
under the Everything But Arms arrangement) and
Vietnam — now operates on a dramatically
improved footing. The leather and footwear sector,
gems and jewellery, and marine products are
similarly positioned to capture meaningful market
share in Europe.

On the European side, the automotive sector
lobbied hardest for this deal. India's passenger car
market, the world's third largest, had been largely
inaccessible to European manufacturers due to
import duties of up to 100%. The FTA provides for
phased tariff reductions on European vehicles, with
most becoming tariff-free within a decade.
European wine and spirits producers gain access to
India's expanding middle class — estimated at 300
to 400 million consumers — whose appetite for
imported beverages has been growing steadily.
Pharmaceutical companies on both sides benefit
from improved intellectual property protections and
regulatory cooperation, though Indian generic drug
manufacturers successfully resisted provisions that
would have extended EU-style data exclusivity
periods.

Challenges Ahead:
India—EU FTA benefits face challenges
from the EU’s carbon tax, which could raise costs
for Indian Delayed
reduce India's competitivenes

exports. ratification may
against Bangladesh
and Vietnam. Indian businesses must meet stricter
EU standards on quality, labour, and
sustainability. Despite compliance costs, the
agreement offers access to one of the world's most

valuable markets.

RIME PULSE
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Corporate News MIX India Focused

The biggest corporate moves, earnings surprises, and
boardroom stories shaping Indian business in this edition

SBI: Earnings Miss Jolts Markets

State Bank of India, the country's largest public sector lender, delivered a fourth-quarter earnings report that fell short of
market expectations, triggering a sharp single-day decline of 516 points on the BSE Sensex on May 8, 2026. The bank faced pressure
on net interest margins as elevated funding costs weighed on profitability, even as the overall loan book quality remained broadly
stable. Analysts noted that SBI's results, while disappointing relative to consensus estimates, reflected sector-wide pressures rather
than institution-specific deterioration. For investors, the episode served as a reminder that even India's most systemically important
bank is not immune to the macroeconomic crosscurrents of 2026 — a year shaped by geopolitical uncertainty, energy price volatility,

and evolving monetary policy.

Titan: Consumer Confidence
Made Visible

At the other end of the market
spectrum, Titan Company provided the
quarter's most compelling positive signal.
The Tata Group subsidiary — India's domi
-nant jewellery, watches, and eyewear cong

-lomerate - hit a 52-week high following the \ ™ ¥ !
release of strong quarterly results that beat
or \CHEN

revenue and margin projections. Titan's perf

-mance reflects the resilience and dynamism of

India's upper-middle and aspirational consumer class,

whose spending power has been amplified by the income
gains of the post-pandemic recovery and the wealth effect of
rising equity and real estate values. The jewellery division, in
particular, benefited from gold's extraordinary global price
appreciation in early 2026, with domestic consumers
purchasing jewellery as both adornment and asset. The
stock's performance validated the thesis that Indian consumer
discretionary — anchored by trusted domestic brands —
offers a powerful hedge against global uncertainty.

Coal India: Stake Sale Concerns Cloud Outlook:

Coal India Limited, the world's largest coal miner,
found itself under selling pressure as investor concerns
mounted around a potential government stake sale. The
prospect of equity dilution in a year when commodity markets
remained volatile weighed on the stock, even as the company's
operational performance remained solid. Coal India's
predicament captures a broader tension in India's energy
transition narrative: the country's infrastructure and power
generation remain deeply dependent on coal even as policy
ambitions for renewable energy accelerate. The company's
ability to manage this transition — maintaining production for
near-term energy security while investing in diversification —
will be one of India Inc.'s defining corporate stories over the
decade ahead.

LIC: A Record-Breaking
 Year for India's Largest
Insurer

Life Insurance Corporation of
India, the state-owned behemoth
that manages more assets than most
o sovereign wealth funds, reported a
23% increase in net profit for FY2026
Y - its CEO and MD confirming it as a new
record, achieved across every business
> vertical. The insurer declared a dividend,
further boosting sentiment among retail
share-holders who have made LIC one of the most
widely held stocks on Indian bourses since its IPO. LIC's
outperformance in FY2026 reflects the deepening of India's
insurance penetration, a structural shift that is still in its early
stages relative to comparable economies. With the EU-India
FTA now opening pathways for European financial services
firms to enter India's market, competition in the insurance space
is expected to intensify — but for now, LIC's scale, distribution,
and brand trust give it an enviable moat.
Reliance Industries: Building the Next Chapter

Reliance Industries Limited, the Mukesh Ambani-led
conglomerate that is in many ways the most ambitious proxy for
India's economic transformation, continued its multi-front
strategic push during the period. The company advanced its new
energy portfolio — including green hydrogen, solar
manufacturing, and battery storage — while its retail arm
Reliance Retail maintained its position as India's largest organised
retailer. Jio Platforms, the digital services division, continued to
scale its fiber broadband and 5G rollout, setting the stage for the
kind of digital-physical integration that could give Reliance a
structural advantage in the Al-enabled economy of the next
decade. For international investors evaluating India exposure,
Reliance remains the single stock that most comprehensively
encapsulates the country's transformation.

RIME PULSE




DATA CENTERS
BLESSING or CURSE?

Author: Livingston Alphonse, Finland

OVATIONS FICIENCY
= e The billion-dollar
/ TN ‘ infrastructure powering
- our digital lives, at what
cost to the planet, the
grid, and the
wonce ool commmunities that host
— them?
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CARBON FOOTPRINT

WATER USE
»

Imagine This: It is 2 a.m. and your phone buzzes. A bank fraud alert caught instantly. Three thousand miles away, an algorithm
inside an air-conditioned warehouse the size of ten football fields caught the anomaly in 11 milliseconds. No human made that
call. A machine did. That warehouse is a data center and without knowing it, you interact with one every seven minutes of your
waking life. Every Google search, every Netflix stream, every Zomato delivery ping, every UPI payment: all of it lives inside these

steel-and-concrete giants.

A data center is simply a building purpose-built to house thousands of servers computers stripped of monitors and
keyboards, stacked floor to ceiling, connected by fiber-optic cables thinner than a human hair, cooled by systems more complex
than a hospital's ICU, and powered by electricity that never stops. It is the internet made physical.

The pitch is seductive: Build a data centre here, get tax breaks. Bring jobs. Grow the digital economy. But the fine print often
tells a different story and governments, eager for prestige projects, sometimes skip it.

BLESSING?

FOR CORPORATIONS & SUPPLY CHAINS

v/ Al infrastructure drives industry-wide productivity:
logistics, finance, healthcare, manufacturing all benefit
from real-time analytics impossible without data
centers.

v/ Supply chain resilience: cloud-based inventory
systems, real-time demand sensing and predictive
logistics run on data center compute. Walmart's supply
chain saved $3.5B annually through Al-driven
inventory management.

v Colocation providers earn 10-14% IRR; hyperscale
build-to-suit developers 12—-16% IRR,one of the
strongest risk-adjusted real asset classes of the decade.
v The entire vendor ecosystem from ABB, Schneider
Electric and Vertiv to Cummins, NVIDIA, and
Supermicro thrives on data center capex. NVIDIA's
data center revenue hit $62.3B in Q4 FY2026 alone, up
75% year-over-year.

FOR GOVERNMENTS & CITIZENS

v Tax revenue and FDI: Virginia collects $2.4B/yr from
data center sales taxes alone. India's DPDP Act-driven data
localization requirements are projected to add 1,800 MW of
demand and billions in investment by 2027.

v Digital sovereignty: Governments that host their own
cloud infrastructure avoid dependency on foreign servers for
sensitive data, healthcare records, and financial transactions.
v Infrastructure multiplier: Google has invested $6.8B in
Iowa since 2007 building roads, fiber networks, and grid
upgrades that benefit all residents. A Mississippi utility
partnering with Amazon reported cutting power outages in
half while holding rates below the national average.

v Subsidy rationale: India's National Data Centre Policy
(2025) offers 20-year conditional tax exemptions, 100%
electricity duty waivers, and land subsidies because the
downstream economic multiplier fintech, telemedicine, e-
governance is estimated to contribute 8-10% of GDP by
2030.
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Navigating the hidden costs and glowing
promise of our digital infrastructure
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ELECTRICITY

The Power Devourer: US data
centers consumed 183 TWh in
2024, equivalent to Pakistan's
entire national electricity demand.
By 2030, IEA projects this figure to
hit 426 TWh. Residential electricity
prices jumped 7.1% in 2025, more
than double the inflation rate.
Meta's  Hyperion project in
Louisiana alone will need 5 GW,
three times the power consumption
of all of New Orleans. A single Al
query uses 300- 340 Wh,10x a
Google search.

The Promise:

v Hundreds of permanent,
well-paying jobs

v/ Anchor for a digital
economy cluster

v FDI inflows and prestige
projects

v Grid improvements and
infrastructure upgrades

WATER

The Silent Thirst: US data centers
use approximately 17 billion gallons
of water annually directly, with an
additional 211  billion gallons
consumed indirectly through fossil-
fuel power plants (LBNL 2024). Two-
thirds of data centers built since 2022
sit in water-stressed regions. In The
Dalles, Oregon, Google's water use
grew 316% while the town's
population grew only 12%. India's
data centers consumed 150 billion
litres in 2025; projected to reach 358
billion litres by 2030. Phoenix draws
40% of its water from the Colorado
River, whose reservoirs have fallen
from 90% capacity in 2000 to 30%
today.

EMPLOYMENT & HEAT
The Empty Promise: A 100 MW data
center typically employs 50-100
permanent workers. As few as 23,000
Americans work permanently in the
data center industry (Food & Water
Watch). Once built, they employ
mostly specialized, imported talent not
local workers. Excess heat generated
(at 40-60°C) is rarely reused:
Microsoft's net-zero plan includes zero-
water-evaporation cooling, but this
remains an outlier rather than a
standard. A Louisiana official who
voted against a data center project: 'Not
all economic development is good
economic development.'

VERDICT:

Data centers are no more inherently evil than power stations or highways. They
are necessary infrastructure for the world we have already built. The question is not
whether to build them, but how, where, and at whose expense. Communities deserve
honest impact assessments not just ribbon-cutting ceremonies. Governments that
subsidize data centers without attaching renewable energy mandates, water-use targets,
and wage requirements are handing over public resources for private profit.
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Where Smart Money Is Moving in 2026

The Investment Landscape: Complexity as the New Normal

If the defining challenge for investors in 2024 was navigating the end

of the rate-hiking cycle, the defining challenge of 2026 is navigating a world
where geopolitical risk, technological disruption, and trade realignment are
simultaneously reshaping every major asset class. The investor who entered
2026 with a simple playbook — buy US equities, hold bonds, ignore
commodities — has been forced to fundamentally reassess. The smart money
in 2026 is not moving in one direction. It is being deployed with surgical
precision across a range of opportunities that would have seemed paradoxical
just 18 months ago.
Gold, once considered a relic of a pre-digital financial era, has surged to
extraordinary heights. Al infrastructure investment, far from peaking, is
accelerating into what Morgan Stanley Research estimates will be a near-$3
trillion global buildout by 2028 — with more than 80% of that spending still
ahead. Emerging markets, led by India and Southeast Asia, are attracting
capital as trade deal diplomacy creates new export corridors. And bonds, after
years of being the 'most hated' asset class, are quietly regaining favour as
central banks pivot toward rate cuts.

Gold: The Oldest Safe Haven Has a New Story

COMEX gold futures broke through $4,740 per ounce in May
2026, extending a remarkable rally that has confounded bears who expected
the precious metal to moderate as global inflation eased. The proximate
trigger was the escalating US-Iran tensions that threatened shipping access
through the Strait of Hormuz — a chokepoint through which approximately
20% of the world's oil supply transits. But the deeper drivers of gold's ascent
are structural. A weaker US dollar (the Fed's rate cut expectations have
expanded the spread with other currencies), central bank buying particularly
from emerging market economies seeking to reduce dollar dependency, and
the mounting recognition that Al-driven industrial buildout requires massive
amounts of physical infrastructure (data centres, power grids, cooling
systems) that cannot be fabricated from digital assets — all of these forces
support gold's re-rating as a strategic asset rather than merely a speculative
one.

Al Stocks: Infrastructure Phase
Begins:

The narrative around artificial

intelligence investment has matured
considerably from the speculative frenzy of
2023-2024. The question is no longer whether
Al will reshape the economy — that is now
assumed — but which companies will monetise
the buildout and which will be disrupted.
Morgan Stanley Research has identified the
current period as the transition from 'pilots and
experiments' to 'systematic industrial
deployment," with Al increasingly embedded in
enterprise productivity, healthcare diagnostics,
financial services, and manufacturing quality
control.
High-tech goods trade grew at an annual rate of
18% through the end of 2025, compared to a
6.5% global average for overall trade, according
to ECB data — confirming that Al-related
hardware and software is the single most
powerful driver of global trade growth. For
equity investors, the investment case has
bifurcated: infrastructure plays (semiconductor
manufacturers, data centre REITSs, power utilities
serving Al facilities, cooling technology
companies) offer tangible revenue visibility,
while application-layer Al companies remain
subject to the classic disruptor paradox —
extraordinary potential, uncertain monetisation
timelines.

Fixed Income: The Quiet Comeback

The Federal Reserve's anticipated rate
cuts in the second half of 2026 — EY's
European Economic Outlook projects an
additional 50 basis points of cuts in H2 2026 —
have revived interest in US Treasury bonds and
investment-grade corporate credit. The Bank of
England is expected to deliver its final 25 basis
point cut in April 2026, with rates settling at
3.5%. The ECB, with inflation near its 2% target
and GDP growth stabilising, is likely to hold
rates through 2026. For bond investors, the 'rate
cut trade' is not as powerful as it was at the start
of the easing cycle, but the direction of travel in
developed market yields provides a favourable
backdrop for duration exposure

"Gold has crossed $4,740 per ounce, driven by US-Iran tensions, a weaker dollar,
and the realisation that in a multipolar world, the oldest store of value is also the
most reliable."
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Global VC

Flows, Bubbles & Breakouts

The Quarter That Rewrote History:

In the first quarter of 2026, the global venture capital industry did

something that would have been dismissed as fantasy just 24 months
earlier: it deployed $297 billion into startups worldwide — in a single
quarter. To put that number in context, it exceeds the full-year investment
totals for every year prior to 2018. It accounts for nearly 70% of all venture
capital deployed across the entirety of 2025. And it was achieved in just
ninety days, across approximately 6,000 startups — a figure that is itself up
more than 150% from the $118 billion raised in Q4 2025.
The headline, however, is inseparable from its asterisk. The Q1 2026
record rests almost entirely on four extraordinary funding rounds that
collectively totalled $188 billion — representing 63% of all global venture
investment in the quarter. OpenAl closed what is now the single largest
private venture round in history at $122 billion, pushing its post-money
valuation to an extraordinary $852 billion as it actively prepares for an PO
targeting a near-$1 trillion valuation in Q4 2026. Anthropic raised $30
billion. Elon Musk's XAl closed $20 billion. Self-driving company Waymo
secured $16 billion. Four companies. Four rounds. $188 billion.

.’

—_—

$297B ” 7

Global VC in Q1
2026 (Record)

wax;g

Al Share of All
Ve Fundmg

\$8 0B+

Projected Full
Year 2026 VC

OpenAl Post-Money
Valuation

m, GW A
gpend 2026

$852B ‘

The Bubble Question: Honest Assessment

Beyond Al:

While Al dominates the headlines,
astute investors are tracking the breakout
sectors that are benefiting from Al's coattails
without being entirely subsumed by it.
Defence technology — or 'DefTech’ — has
emerged as one of the most heavily funded
non-Al categories, driven by the geopolitical
environment and elevated NATO and
national defence budgets globally.

Fintech, which had fallen from
grace during the 2022-2024 VC correction, is
showing signs of structural recovery.
Embedded finance, Al-native lending, and
cross-border payments infrastructure
particularly in the Global South — are
attracting both specialist VC and strategic
investment from traditional financial
institutions.

"The Q1 2026 record is
simultaneously a triumph of
technological ambition and a
warning about concentration

risk. When four companies
absorb 63% of a quarter's
entire global venture
deployment, the word 'market’
requires qualification."

No responsible analysis of the 2026 venture landscape can sidestep the bubble question. PitchBook's Kyle
Sanford has noted that 'everywhere we look, the market is bifurcated' — a characterisation that captures both the
extraordinary opportunity at the frontier and the existential difficulty facing the vast majority of non-Al startups. VC
funding for non-Al companies is declining in real terms. Fintech, consumer, and enterprise SaaS startups outside the
Al orbit face increasing pressure to demonstrate Al-native capabilities or risk being shut out of follow-on funding
entirely. It is the question that every sophisticated investor is asking, even as they continue to write ever-larger
cheques. The venture industry in 2026 is simultaneously the most exciting and the most dangerous in its history.
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EUROPE FOCUS | TECHNOLOGY & ENTERPRISE

\l Act:

The European Union's AI Act is now live - the world's first
comprehensive Al regulation framework. For businesses operating in
European markets, compliance is not optional. Here is what every
business leader needs to understand right now.

The World's First Comprehensive Al Law Is Now Real

When the European Union formally enacted the AT Act in August 2024, many businesses treated it as a distant regulatory
horizon — something to monitor, not yet to act on. That horizon has now arrived. The EU AI Act's most significant operational
provisions have been phasing in throughout 2025 and 2026, and by August 2026, the full framework governing high-risk Al
systems will be enforceable. For any company that develops, deploys, or uses artificial intelligence in products or services offered to
consumers in the European Union — or any of its 450 million citizens — the Al Act is now a material compliance obligation,
carrying fines of up to €35 million or 7% of global annual revenue for the most serious violations.

The Act establishes a tiered risk framework that is intuitive in principle but operationally complex in practice. At the top
sits a category of Al applications that are categorically prohibited — permanently banned across the EU regardless of context or
claimed purpose. Below that are high-risk Al systems, which are permitted but subject to rigorous conformity assessment,
documentation, transparency, and human oversight requirements before they can be deployed. Then come limited-risk systems,
subject to transparency obligations, and minimal-risk systems, which face no specific regulatory requirements but are subject to

industry codes of conduct.

What Is Absolutely Prohibited

The Al Act's prohibited AI practices have
been in effect since February 2025 and represent hard
lines that no business can cross. These include Al
systems that deploy subliminal manipulation
techniques to influence behaviour in ways users are
unaware of and that could cause harm; systems that
exploit the vulnerabilities of specific groups (age,
disability, social or economic situation); real-time
remote biometric identification systems used in
publicly accessible spaces for law enforcement
purposes (with narrow, court-authorised exceptions);
Al systems used for social scoring by public
authorities; and Al systems that predict an
individual's likelihood of committing a crime based
on profiling or personality traits.
For most legitimate businesses, these prohibitions are
not operationally constraining — they describe Al
applications that responsible companies would not
build in any case. The more practically significant
challenge lies in the high-risk category, where many
commercially mainstream Al applications reside.

High-Risk AI: What Falls In

The high-risk Al category is where the Act's compliance burden
is most substantial — and where the greatest uncertainty still exists for
businesses. High-risk systems include Al used in critical infrastructure
(energy, water, transport); education and vocational training (including Al
that determines access to educational institutions); employment and worker
management (Al used in recruitment, promotion, task allocation,
performance monitoring, or termination decisions); access to essential
private and public services (creditworthiness assessment, insurance risk
evaluation); law enforcement; migration and border management; and
administration of justice. Al systems used in medical devices, safety
components of machinery, and aviation are also covered.
For businesses deploying Al in any of these categories within the EU, the
compliance obligations are substantial. Before deployment, a conformity
assessment must be completed. A technical file must be prepared
documenting the system's design, capabilities, limitations, and testing
results. The system must be registered in an EU database for high-risk Al
systems. Ongoing post-market monitoring must be established. Human
oversight mechanisms must be built into the system to allow human
intervention. Data governance requirements demand that training,
validation, and testing datasets meet quality standards and be free of errors
and biases.
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EU Al Act: The 2026 Executive Compliance Roadmap

The EU Al Act is the world's first comprehensive regulatory framework for Artificial Intelligence,
utilizing a tiered risk structure with full enforcement of high-risk rules beginning in August 2026.

The Risk-Based

Framework High-Risk

Applications

Prohibited vs.
High-Risk Tiers
Prohibited Al (like social scoring)
is banned; High-Risk Al requires
rigorous conformity assessments
and human oversight.

Transparency for
Limited-Risk Al
Chatbots and Al-generated
content must be clearly

identified to users by
August 2028.

Transparency & General Purpose Al
The Al Act also covers general
purpose Al (GPAI) models — the large
foundation models from which many
specific Al applications are built.
Providers of GPAI models must publish
detailed technical documentation and
maintain it up to date, comply with EU
copyright law in relation to training data,
and publish a publicly available
summary of training data. Models
assessed as posing systemic risk — those
trained using more than 10725 floating
point operations (approximately the
computational scale of GPT-4 and
above) — face additional obligations
including adversarial testing, serious
incident reporting, and cybersecurity
measures.
At the limited-risk level, Al systems that
interact with humans — chatbots, voice
assistants, Al-generated content — must
be transparently identified as such. The
obligation to disclose when users are
interacting with an Al system, rather
than a human, is enforceable from
August 2026 and represents a
compliance requirement that many
consumer-facing businesses have not
fully implemented.

Deadlines & Financial Stakes

Penalties up to
7% of Revenue
Violations carry
massive fines of €35M
or 7% of global

annual revenue.

Employment:
Recruitment,
¥ promotion, and
performance
monitoring. ——
= @
s ey g 11 ‘

Ui

Essential
Services:

Creditworthiness
assessment and
insurance risk
evaluation.

Infrastructure:

Al used in management
of energy, water, and
transport

August 2026
Enforcement

This is the final deadline for
high-risk systems to meet

Systemic Risk
for GPAI

Large models (like GPT-4) face
additional adversarial testing

all documentation and and cybersecurity requirements.

governance standards.

Practical Steps for Businesses in 2026

For businesses not yet at full compliance, the priority
actions are clear. Conduct an Al inventory across the organisation
— every Al system deployed in EU-facing products or operations
must be identified, categorised by risk tier, and documented.
Governance structures must be established: who in the organisation
is responsible for Al Act compliance, who reviews high-risk
systems before deployment, and how are Al-related incidents
reported and managed? Legal and technical documentation
standards must be implemented across all high-risk deployments.
And for businesses using GPAI foundation models from major
providers, the supply chain compliance question must be addressed
— what documentation and safeguards are your Al model providers
making available, and how does that affect your own compliance
position?
The EU Al Act is, in one sense, the most ambitious regulatory
project since GDPR — and like GDPR, it will initially be enforced
selectively, as national authorities build capacity and establish
enforcement precedents. But also like GDPR, the reputational and
financial consequences of being an early enforcement target are
severe, and the businesses that are building compliance
infrastructure now will have a substantial advantage over those that
wait for the first enforcement actions to clarify the boundaries.

References:

European Commission: 'EU Al Act | European Parliament: | ECB:
'Al and the Euro Area Economy | EU Al Act Article 6 & Annex III |
EU AI Act Articles 52-53 | EU AI Act Chapter II | European
Innovation Council | 'EU Economy, AI Policy and Business
Investment 2026°.




GLOBAL FOCUS

I rade wars 2026 The US Supreme Court
struck down Trump's

IEEPA tariffs as

unconstitutional. A 10%
The Day the Supreme Court Changed Global Trade global baseline tariff

On February 20, 2026, the United States Supreme Court delivered a ruling that sent shockwaves replaced them. Apple is
Fhrough trade ministries, comorate treasuries, and supply chain operations around the worlc.l: tgriffs moving iPhone
imposed under the International Emergency Economic Powers Act (IEEPA) are unconstitutional 3 g
without clear congressional authorisation. The decision, which invalidated the legal foundation for a pl’OdllCtIOH to India.
.substantijcll pf)rtion of the Tr.ump administration's t.ar.iff programme, was the most significant judicial Tesla is rethinking its
intervention in US trade policy in decades — and it immediately triggered a cascade of consequences .

that are still playing out across global supply chains. Supply chain. The rules
The ad.ministration's. response was swift. Rath.er thap accepting the ruling as a constr.aint, it. pivoted of global trade have been
immediately to Section 122 of the Trade Act, imposing a temporary 10% global baseline tariff on all (

US imports effective February 24, 2026. The announcement simultaneously indicated plans to raise rewritten — and every
that rate to 15% — greating a new floor for US tariff .poli.cy even as the IEEPA framework was l?eing business needs a new
dismantled. For businesses that had spent 2025 navigating tariffs that peaked at 125% on Chinese

goods and reached 50% in certain other sectors, the shift to a 10-15% global baseline was, Strategy-
paradoxically, a form of relief — even as it entrenched the principle that elevated tariffs are the new

normal for US trade policy.

10% 15% 125% | $3.1B | 93% | $900M

New US Baseline | Planned US Tariff | Peak US Tariffs GM Tariff Costs Apple Tariff-
Tariff (All Increase on China (2025) in 2025 Manufacturers Related Costs
Partners) Planning (2025)

Reshoring

The Corporate Costs of Tariff Turbulence : . : i
The financial toll of the 2025 tariff landscape on major ThE WI""EFS' Il'ldlﬂ E"d SDUthEHSt ASIEI

corporations provides the clearest measure of the stakes involved. General If there is a clear beneficiary of the trade war's supply
Motors reported tariff costs of $3.1 billion in 2025 — below its initial  chain disruptions, it is India — and to a lesser extent, the Southeast
estimate of $3.5-4.5 billion, thanks to supply chain redirections and  Asian manufacturing economies. Apple's decision to shift iPhone

domestic sourcing substitutions, but still a material drag on profitability. ~ production to India, facilitated by Foxconn and Tata Electronics
Ford continued negotiating with the Trump administration for policies that  expanding India manufacturing footprint, represents the single most
'promote a strong and globally competitive US auto sector' — the  high-profile affirmation of India's emergence as a credible China-
diplomatic language masking a genuine strategic challenge for an industry ~ plus-one manufacturing destination for global technology supply
whose supply chains were built for a tariff-free North American integrated ~ chains. India's combination of a large, educated English-speaking
market. Apple, the world's most valuable company, incurred approximately workforce, improving infrastructure, government manufacturing
$900 million in tariff-related costs during 2025 and is now actively incentives under the Production Linked Incentive scheme, and now
accelerating the relocation of most US iPhone production to India by 2026  trade deal access to US, UK and Ell markets makes it the most
— a decision that represents one of the most consequential supply chain compelling alternative manufacturing base in the waorld for
movements in the electronics industry's history. companies seeking to diversify away from Chinese supply chain

Reshoring: Reality vs Rhetoric concentration.

The Trump administration's stated ambition — reshoring Vietnam, Indonesia, Thailand, and Malaysia have also absorbed
manufacturing that is critical to national and economic security — has significant supply chain diversion — but face their own winerabilties.
driven genuine shifis in corporate investment decisions, even as the 'reciprocal tariff' announcements of 2025 demonstrated that
economists debate whether the pace and scale of reshoring matches the frigndshoring destmatmjs 8re not DEWEHEHFIV protected frqrﬂ Us
thetoric. According to Medius, 93% of US manufacturers are planning to trade measures. For businesses developing their trade war resilience
increase reshoring within their supply chains over the next two years. The strategy in 2026, thE. l?SSD” is clear: gengraphl; dWE.FS'ﬂEE“Dn B
White House spokesman cited trillions in 'high-tech manufacturing necessary but not sufficient. The companies that will navigate the new
investments' secured by President Trump. Toyota, Honda, and Nissan have trade EI"IVIF‘DlFIH'IEI'lIt‘ mnst .EHEG“VE.W rte mDSE. ma?_ combing
all announced plans to increase US domestic manufacturing, positioning GEF'QFEP"‘E diversification with QE””WE supply Gha'_“ agility — t.hE
themselves as compliant with the administration's trade objectives while ah\l\ty‘tu SD“FEE' manufanturE, and deliver from multiple geographies
protecting their US market access. as policy environments shift.




INDIA FOCUS | BUSINESS LEADERS

India's Power Architects of 2026

I _ The Architects of India's Trade Revolution
India is no longer just an

emerging market. It is a
pivotal economy — shaping
trade, technology, defence,
and the multilateral order

simultaneously. The
leaders who built this
moment deserve
recognition as architects
of one of the great
economic transformations
of our era.”

If a single set of decisions will define India's economic trajectory for the

decade ahead, it is the extraordinary diplomatic achievement of three landmark trade
agreements concluded between January and February 2026. The EU-India FTA —
signed on January 27 at Hyderabad House — the India-UK Comprehensive
Economic and Trade Agreement ratified by Parliament, and the India-US trade deal
announced February 2 by Prime Minister Modi and President Trump collectively
represent the most significant restructuring of India's trade architecture since 1991.
The architects of these agreements — PM Modi and his negotiating teams led by
Commerce and Industry Minister Piyush Goyal — have fundamentally changed
India's export ceiling and its integration into the world's highest-income consumer
markets.
PM Modi's statement at the EU-India Business Forum captured the strategic
significance with characteristic directness: 'Indian investment in the EU has reached
almost 40 billion euros. There is deep cooperation between India and European
companies in every sector, including R&D, manufacturing, and services. The FTA
concluded today will provide easy access to the European Union market for India's
labour-intensive products.' Coming at a moment of acute global trade stress — with
US tariffs disrupting established flows — India's trade deal sequencing positioned
the country as the premier alternative to a tariff-constrained world order. India is also
chairing the BRICS summit in 2026, underlining its leadership ambitions across the
Global South.

3

Landmark Trade

7.6%

India GDP Growth
FY2026

€40B

Indian Investment
in EU

$852B

OpenAl Valuation
— India Al Race

BBB

S&P Rating (1st

2026

India Chairs BRICS
Summit

Deals (Jan-Feb
2026)

Upgrade in 18
Years)

The Banking and Financial Powerhouses:

The Reserve Bank of India Governor and the

leadership of India's major banking institutions have been
central to managing the complex monetary environment of 2026.
The RBI has navigated a year in which core inflation declined to
3.4% by February 2026 — creating space for a supportive
monetary stance — while simultaneously managing the
inflationary pressures introduced by Middle East energy price
volatility from April onwards. The credit quality of India's
banking system has improved materially: the S&P sovereign
credit rating upgrade from BBB- to BBB in August 2025 —
India's first rating improvement in eighteen years — reflects the
strengthening of fiscal and monetary fundamentals that the RBI
and Finance Ministry have built over the past decade.
Uday Kotak, founder of Kotak Mahindra Bank and one of
India's most respected financial minds, has been vocal about the
structural investment opportunity that India's trade deal
diplomacy represents. Falguni Nayar, founder of Nykaa — one
of India's most celebrated entrepreneurial success stories —
continues to represent the power of India's digital consumer
economy, with Nykaa's revenue growing to over 36,000 crore in
FY2025, demonstrating the commercial scale achievable
through India's branded, digital-first consumer market. LIC CEO
and MD's record FY2026 results reflect the deepening of India's
insurance and financial services market.

The Policy Architects:

India's Chief Economic Adviser and the Ministry of Finance's
economic team deserve recognition for one of the most
consequential Economic Survey submissions in recent memory
— one that projected GDP growth between 6.3% and 6.8% for
FY2026 and maintained confidence in domestic fundamentals
despite external headwinds that materialised at the severe end of
the risk range. The actual outcome of 7.6% GDP growth
validated not just the optimism but the policy framework:
infrastructure investment, digital public goods, financial sector
strengthening, and export diversification have collectively
produced growth that has surprised even the most bullish
forecasters.

The India Al Impact Summit hosted at Bharat Mandapam in
February 2026 — attended by senior government figures and
leading global AI companies — reflects a deliberate
government strategy to position India at the forefront of the
global AI governance and deployment conversation. India's
ability to attract Al infrastructure investment from Microsoft,
Google, Amazon, and Meta, while simultaneously negotiating
trade frameworks that open European and American markets to
Indian IT and digital services, represents a sophisticated dual-
track strategy: attract the technology, then export the talent and
services that leverage it.
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GLOBAL FOCUS | FUTURE OF WORK

The language around Al and
work has shifted decisively in 2026.
We no longer discuss whether Al will
change the nature of work. We discuss
how fast it is changing it, which sectors
are being transformed first, which
skills are becoming more valuable, and
which organisations are navigating the
transition well versus those that are
not. The statistics are unambiguous:
92% of companies are increasing their
Al investments over the next three
years; 37% of companies expect to
replace some jobs with Al by the end
of 2026; 59% of the global workforce
will need reskilling, according to the
World  Economic  Forum; and
companies risk losing $5.5 trillion by
2026 due to skills gaps as roles
requiring  Al-adjacent  capabilities
evolve 66% faster than other job
categories. Yet the picture is
not one of simple displacement. The
same WEF Future of Jobs Report
projects 170 million new jobs will have
appeared globally by 2030 — many in
fields that barely existed five years
ago.

Al specialists,

employment, at a global level,

expected to be positive: global

employment is still projected
grow by 7%. The disruption

distributional profoundly uneven
across sectors, geographies, skill
levels, and generations rather than

eliminative.

"The future of work will not be
driven solely by technology,
but by distinctly human skills
analytical thinking, creativity,

resilience, flexibility and
agility, motivation and self-
awareness, curiosity and

lifelong learning. Technology

will amplify what already
exists."

prompt
engineers, human-Al collaboration
managers, Al ethics officers, and
enterprise Al integration architects
are among the fastest-growing job
categories. The net effect of Al on

The Skills Gap:

The scale of the upskilling challenge defies easy

categorisation. The World Economic Forum estimates that
85% of employers plan to prioritise workforce upskilling by
2030. and that approximately one billion workers worldwide
will need to be reskilled for the new Al-enabled landscape.
Most concerningly. approximately 120 million workers are at
medium-term risk of redundancy not because their jobs will
be automated, but because they are unlikely to receive the
reskilling they need in time — a failure of institutional
provision rather than technological inevitability.
The skills that are most in demand are a predictable
combination of the technical and the distinctly human. On
the technical side: Al and machine learning fluency, data
analysis and interpretation. cybersecurity awareness, and
the ability to work with and through Al tools in domain-
specific contexts. On the human side: the WEF identifies
analytical thinking, creative thinking, resilience and
flexibility, motivation and self-awareness, and curiosity and
lifelong learning as the top capabilities that no machine can
replicate and that will define career success in the Al era.
Research shows that roles using generative Al require
36% higher cognitive skills alongside greater emotional
intelligence, creativity, and ethical reasoning — confirming
that the 'soft skills are hard' truism has never been more
commercially relevant.
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The Transformation Is No Longer Coming — It Has Arrived

Future of Work: Hybrid, AI & The Skills Gap

92%

59%

Global Workforce
Needing Reskilling

Companies Increasing
Al Investment

170M

New Jobs Created
Globally by 2030

The Generational Dimension: Youth at Risk, Experience at Premium

The distributional impact of Al on work is starkest along generational lines.
Workers aged 18-24 are 129% more likely than those over B3 to worry that Al will make their
job obsolete — and the data suggests this anxiety has some basis. Entry-level jobs,
disproportionately filled by young workers, are among those most exposed to Al automation:
nearly 50 million US jobs at the entry level alone are affected. 49% of Gen Z job seekers
believe Al has reduced the value of their college education — a perception that universities
and educational institutions must urgently address through curriculum reform that embeds

Al fluency alongside traditional disciplinary content.

In contrast, experienced professionals with domain expertise, professional networks, and the
judgment that comes from years of practice are finding that Al dramatically amplifies their
productivity rather than threatening their relevance. The most powerful professional
combination in 2026 is deep domain expertise plus Al fluency: the lawyer who can use Al to
conduct |0x more thorough research in a fraction of the time; the doctor whose diagnostic
capability is augmented by Al pattern recognition across millions of clinical cases; the
engineer who uses Al simulation tools to iterate design options ten times faster than manual
methods. Today, 50% of US tech job postings already require Al skills, and professionals with
those skills earn 28% more on average — a premium that will only grow.
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37%

Companies Replacing
Some Jobs with Al

120M

Workers at Risk Due
to Reskilling Gap

What Employers Must Do Right Now

For organisations navigating the future of work in 2026, the
strategic imperatives are clear. Learning must be treated as a core
business function, not an HR afterthought: Gartner warns that atrophy of
critical thinking skills due to GenAl use will push 90% of organisations to
require 'Al-free’ skills assessments by 2028. Role redesign must be
continuous: as Al takes over routine cognitive tasks, human roles must be
deliberately redesigned around the judgment, creativity, and relationship-
building activities that create genuine value. Ethical Al governance in the
workplace is not optional: the EL Al Act explicitly classifies Al used in
recruitment, performance evaluation, and task allocation as high-risk,
requiring transparency, human oversight, and worker notification —
creating compliance obligations that HR and legal teams must embed into
every Al deployment affecting employees. And perhaps most impartantly,
the organisations that will attract and retain the best talent in the Al era
are those that can demonstrate that Al enhances human potential within
their walls, rather than simply reducing headcount.

RIME PULSE




SPECIAL REPORT

THE RICH BOTTLE PICKER

Author: Livingston A

Ramesh rises at 5 a.m. in Dharavi, Mumbai, and walks
into a city generating 9,200 tonnes of solid waste every
day. By noon he has walked 12 km and collected 150
PET bottles earning 260. If India had the system Finland
built, Ramesh would not merely survive. He might
become, in every meaningful sense, a rich bottle picker.

INDIA'S PET PROBLEM

PET BOTTLE MARKET SEGMENTATION
(TOTAL: ~10B+ UNITS)
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PET plastic lasts 400—1,000 years in landfill, shedding
microplastics now found in human blood and polar ice. India
generates 20M+ tonnes of plastic annually contributing one-

fifth of global plastic leakage. Real per-capita waste is 0.54

kg/day 4x the official figure (Nature 2024). Only ~30% of

PET collected. The Yamuna carries more plastic than fish;
Versova Beach refills months after every cleanup

THE NORDIC MIRACLE — HOW ELUROPE SOLVED WHAT INDIA IS IGNORING

DRS RETURN RATES: GLOBAL LEADERS vs INDIA TOIJAY

Ci with Depasit or civic
98.4% 97% 98%

l . l 90% . 91%

Germany Norway Finland (cans) Finland (PET) Sweden Ireland (¥r 1) EUDRS &

India TODAY

PET plastic lasts 400—1,000 years in landfill, shedding microplastics now found in human blood and polar ice. India generates
20M+ tonnes of plastic annually contributing one-fifth of global plastic leakage. Real per-capita waste is 0.54 kg/day 4x the
official figure (Nature 2024). Only ~30% of PET collected. The Yamuna carries more plastic than fish; Versova Beach refills

months after every cleanup




Finland's PALPA manages the world's most efficient DRS: a €360M annual
deposit pool run by just 15 employees, zero government funding, founded in 1996 by
six industry giants. It owns no trucks, no machines it only coordinates financial flows

between producers, retailers, and recyclers. The EU's PPWR mandates 90%
collection by 2029 across all member states. Every country that implements DRS
crosses 82% a level no curbside collection has ever reached

HOW EUROPE'S DEPOSIT RETURN SYSTEM (DRS) WORKS

Finland 93%+ - Germany 98.4% - Norway 97% - Ireland 91% Year 1 - All industry-funded, zero government money

m

STEP2
CONSUMER
BUYS

STEP1
PRODUCER

Beverage company

STEP 3
RETURNTO
RVM / STORE

joins PALPA/DRS.
Pays membership +
per-unit fees.

Buys beverage.
Deposit auto-added
to price. No exira
step, no forms.

Insert empty bottle
into machine at any
store. Barcode scanned
in under 30 seconds.
Deposit:
0.10- 0.40

baked into price

Seamless — -5,000 machines

just included in price in Finland alone

®

STEP 4
CONSUMER
REFUNDED

Gets voucher from RVM
Redeems at cashier
for CASH or deducted
from grocery bill.

O

STEP 6
RECYCLED INTO
NEW PRODUCTS

PET new food-grade bottles

Aluminium melted into cans
Glass crushed and remade

STEP 5
COLLECT &
PROCESS

Stores bale containers.
PALPA-contracted trucks
deliver to regional
processing plants

98.4% cans - Germany
Crushed = 1/6 volume :

Massive logistics saving

100% deposit back

Zero friction, zero forms

World records. Every year

NO ACTION VS THE FORTUNE IN THE BOTTLE

IF INDIA DOES NOTHING BY 2030:

+ Plastic hits 30M tonnes/yr; 20M+ leak to oceans
» Goa, Kerala, Andaman tourism collapses

» Microplastics rising in Maharashtra groundwater
+ India misses $5B EPR market (SORT, 2025)

« Public health bill dwarfs any DRS cost

WITH A NATIONAL DRS:

+90%+ PET collection achievable in urban India

+ 4-5M kabadiwalas earn formal, dignified income
« TPET exports earn global premium pricing

« India becomes circular economy leader in Asia

+ Ramesh earns ¥300/day not 360

PRIVATE DRS OPERATOR: SIX REVENUE STREAMS IN INDIA

Multiple income streams make DRS a viable Rs 1,000+ crore business — EPR market projected 358 by 2030

PRODUCER MATERIAL GOVT
FEES SALES CONTRACTS
Beverage companies Sell clean rPET, 10-year state DRS
pay per-unit fee for aluminium, glass to operations contract

every bottle registered manufacturers Goa model - Recykal

Rs 0.50-2 per bottle rPET Rs40-80 Al Rs130+/kg Predictable revenue

— Rs
EPR CREDIT UNCLAIMED CARBON
BROKERAGE DEPOSITS CREDITS
Broker compliance Bottles never returned Every tonne of PET
certs on CPCE Ecoex = deposit stays with kept from landfill
platform (acfive now) operator | reinvested = international offset

Rs 1-10/kg trading fee 10B baottles = Rs500cr poo 1T PET = 1.5T CO2 saved
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GLOBAL FOCUS | GLOBAL CORPORATE WATCH

Global Corporate Moves
2026: THE RESURGENCE OF STRATEGIC M&A

Global dealmaking shifts from caution to high-stakes Al infrastructure

and strategic portfolio refocusing. .
The Big Plays

Al INFRASTRUCTURE
IS THE NEW STRATEGIC
BATTLEFIELD.

Corporations are making multi-year, multi-billion
dollar commitments to data centers and sovereign
Al capabilities to secure future growth.

M&A ACTIVITY HITS 4.2%
OF MARKET VALUE.

Activity surged from 3.3% the previous
year as “megadeals” return to drive
synergy and competitive positioning.

INDIA EMERGES AS A
GLOBAL M&A HUB.

Following a sovereign rating
upgrade, Indian conglomerates
are aggressively deploying capital
for international expansion and
digital commerce.

Al
TRANSFORMATION

DIVESTITURES REACH $1.6
TRILLION TO FUND INNOVATION.

Global divestitures grew 30% as companies
shed non-core assets to finance Al
transformation and energy transitions.

NON-CORE
ASSETS

ENERGY
TRANSITION

4.2%

Global M&A as %
of Market Value

$1.6T

Global
Divestitures in

61%

CEOs Expecting
Improved Growth

$5.15B

Capital One /
Brex Acquisition

$10B

Microsoft Japan
Al Investment

0

30%

Divestiture Value
Growth (YoY

2025 2025)

The Biggest Deals Reshaping Industries:

In venture capital, Q1 2026 produced four of the five largest private funding rounds in history, dominated
by Al frontier companies. OpenAl's $122 billion raise — with Amazon as exclusive third-party cloud partner
under a $50 billion commitment — reshaped the competitive landscape of enterprise Al. Capital One's planned
$5.15 billion acquisition of fintech startup Brex represents the clearest signal that the consolidation phase of the
fintech industry has arrived: incumbent financial institutions are acquiring the digital challengers that spent a
decade disrupting them. Savvy Games Group's $6 billion acquisition of ByteDance's gaming platform Moonton
signals the continuing globalisation of the gaming industry and the ongoing battle for digital entertainment
audiences in Southeast Asia and beyond.

In defence and aerospace — one of the most active M&A sectors globally in 2026 — the backdrop of
rising NATO spending targets, European rearmament, and India's defence export ambitions has created a
compelling deal environment. Clifford Chance's M&A partners expect 'more joint ventures and collaborations' in
defence, with established contractors and innovative startups increasingly working together to bring new
technologies — drones, autonomous systems, directed energy, cyber — to market. Germany and France,
previously slower M&A markets, saw significant increases in deal values in 2025. European defence M&A is
structurally different from other sectors: government oversight, security clearance requirements, and national
interest considerations add complexity, but the underlying logic of consolidation — scale, technology investment
capacity, export competitiveness — is compelling.




From record-shattering Al funding rounds to
defence consolidation in Europe,
transformative M&A in financial services, and
bold strategic pivots by the world's largest
, corporations — the period December 2025 to
May 2026 has been one of the most
consequential for corporate strategy in recent
memory.
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The Divestiture Wave: Portfolio Refocusing at Scale:

One of the less-heralded but strategically significant corporate trends of this period is the acceleration of divestitures and
portfolio refocusing. The value of global divestitures grew 30% in 2025 to $1.6 trillion — the highest level since 2021 — as
corporations conducted dynamic portfolio reviews in response to changing market dynamics, activist shareholder pressure, and the
capital demands of Al and technology transformation. The logic is clear: in an environment where capital allocation to core strategic
priorities — Al infrastructure, market expansion, talent — is critical to competitive survival, non-core assets are being monetised to
fund those priorities.

The Americas dominated divestiture activity, accounting for $901 billion (58% of global separations), reflecting the
particularly intense pressure on US corporates to refocus portfolios in response to tariff-driven cost pressures and the demands of Al
transformation. In Europe, the dynamic is partially different: divestitures are driven by the need to finance energy transition
investments, comply with EU regulatory requirements, and fund the technology capabilities that the EU Al Act now mandates. For
private equity buyers and strategic acquirers in emerging markets, this divestiture wave represents a significant opportunity: corporate
assets being sold by Western companies for portfolio management reasons are often highly attractive additions to emerging market
corporate portfolios seeking brand, technology, or market access.

India Inc. on the World M&A Stage:

Indian corporations have increasingly featured as both targets and acquirers in global M&A. India's S&P sovereign rating
upgrade from BBB- to BBB in August 2025 — its first upgrade in 18 years — has materially improved the cost and ease with which
Indian companies can access international capital markets for M&A financing. Tata Group's continued expansion in aerospace and
defence manufacturing (through Tata Advanced Systems), consumer goods (through Tata Consumer Products), and financial services
represents the archetype of the diversified Indian conglomerate actively deploying capital to extend its global reach. Reliance
Industries' new energy and digital commerce investments represent a different model: building domestic capabilities at scale before
pursuing international expansion.

The CEO Agenda:

What Leaders Are Prioritising?

KPMG's 2026 Global M&A Outlook, based on a survey of 700 senior M&A decision-makers across 20 countries, identifies
several clear priorities for corporate leaders in this environment. Growth and capability acquisition — particularly in Al, data, and
digital infrastructure — are the primary M&A motivators for strategic acquirers. Geographic expansion into high-growth markets —
India, Southeast Asia, the Gulf, and selected African economies — is accelerating as US and European corporates seek revenue
diversification away from slow-growing home markets. Resilience — the construction of supply chains, partnerships, and corporate
structures that can withstand tariff shocks, geopolitical disruptions, and energy price volatility — is an increasingly explicit board-level
mandate
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How India's SMEs Will Drive the Next

Decade

SRR e 7.86 crore enterprises.

34.63 crore jobs. 48% of
India's exports. Backed by
the ¥10,000 crore SME
Growth Fund, three trade
deals, and a digital
revolution — India's small
and medium businesses
are the quiet engine of the
world's fastest-growing
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The Backbone of India's Economic Miracle

To truly understand India's 7.6% GDP growth story, you have to look
past the headline indices, the large-cap corporate earnings, and the diplomatic
fanfare of the trade deals. You have to look at the 7.86 crore enterprises registered
on the Udyam Portal as of February 2026 — the vast majority of them small,
owner-operated, deeply rooted in their communities, and collectively responsible
for approximately 31% of India's GDP, 48% of its merchandise exports, and 34.63
crore jobs across every state and sector. India's MSME sector is not a supporting
character in the country's economic narrative. It is the protagonist — the
distributed, resilient, entrepreneurially driven foundation upon which every macro
achievement rests.
The numbers alone are extraordinary. With 63.4 million units contributing 6.11% of
manufacturing GDP and 24.63% of service sector GDP, India's MSME sector is
larger than the entire economies of many nations. Its export contribution — over
40-48% of India's total merchandise exports across more than 6,000 product
categories — ranges from Ludhiana's precision engineering components to
Tiruppur's knitwear, from Surat's diamonds and gems to Moradabad's brassware,
from Agra's leather goods to Pune's auto components. This is not a sector. It is a
civilisation of enterprise, and in 2026, it stands at the most consequential inflection
point in its history.

The Perfect Storm:
Three Trade Deals and a Budget That Delivers

The convergence of policy support and market access that Indian
MSMEs now enjoy is genuinely unprecedented. The Union budget 2026-27,

major economy. And their
moment has just arrived.

presented by Finance Minister Nirmala
Sitharaman, placed stronger emphasis on
MSME competitiveness than any budget in
recent memory, reflecting a clear government
recognition that the trade deals can only
deliver their promised outcomes if the
enterprises on the ground are equipped to
take advantage of them. The 10,000 crore
SME Growth Fund, enhanced receivables
financing through the TReDS platform, the
Self-Reliant India Fund top-up, and export
facilitation measures directly address the
three structural constraints liquidity,
compliance complexity, and scalability —
that have historically prevented Indian
MSMEs from converting domestic strength
into international competitiveness.

On the trade deal side, the arithmetic is
compelling. EU tariffs on Indian goods
currently average 4-8% across key MSME
export categories — textiles, leather, gems
and jewellery, engineering goods, and
processed foods. For businesses operating on
net margins of 5-10%, as many Indian
MSME exporters do, those tariff eliminations
are not merely a cost reduction: they are the

“Leadership today is about clarity in uncertainty.”
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difference between competitiveness and uncompetitiveness in European markets. As Redfort Capital's analysis
concluded: 'This deal doesn't create demand — it removes barriers to existing demand. Perfect for Indian MSMEs ready
to scale." The India-US trade deal, which reduced US tariffs to approximately 18% on Indian goods, and the UK-India
FTA — forecast to boost bilateral trade by £25.5 billion annually — add further layers to the most comprehensive trade

access package India's MSME exporters have ever had.

/ THE POWER OF MICRO, SMALL, .
AND MEDIUM ENTERPRISES:
.A.I.l]. INDIA'S ECONOMIC GROWTH ENGINE

MSME GVA SHARE IN
INDIA'S GDP GROWTH
TRAJECTORY

MSMEs DRIVE
INNOVATION,
CREATING JOBS
AND FOSTERING
DEVELORING
DEVELOPMENT.

BOOSTING LOCAL
ECONOMIES AND
CONNECTING
RURAL INDIA.
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The New Sector Champions: From Textiles
to DeepTech

The MSME export boom story in 2026 is not limited

to the traditional labour-intensive sectors — though those
remain critically important. A Parliamentary Committee report
in March 2026 flagged the 'missing middle' in India's MSME
landscape: a dominance of micro firms at one end and large
enterprises at the other, with a thin layer of scalable medium
enterprises in between. The most exciting development in 2026
is the emergence of high-potential MSMEs as 'agile innovators
supplying critical sub-assemblies for strategic sectors like
aerospace, defence, and advanced manufacturing,' as the Drishti
IAS analysis noted — moving far beyond traditional low-value
manufacturing toward deep-tech domestic R&D and a
sovereign industrial base.
The production-linked incentive schemes across electronics,
pharmaceuticals, engineering goods, textiles, and chemicals
have created a new generation of MSME manufacturers who
have invested in scale, quality, and technology capability
precisely because the government committed to sustained
demand through the PLI framework. These businesses are now
positioned to leverage the trade deals: they have the quality
certifications, the production capacity, and the cost
competitiveness to compete in European and American markets
from which they were previously excluded by tariff barriers.
For Indian MSMEs in pharma bulk drugs, active
pharmaceutical ingredients, and generic formulations, the EU-
India FTA's pharmaceutical provisions — including alignment
of regulatory standards and reduced EMA approval hurdles —
represent a structural breakthrough that could reshape India's
pharma export trajectory.

22 PRIME PULSE

The Digital Dividend: UPI, ONDC, and the

Formalisation Engine

The single most transformative change in India's MSME
landscape over the past five years is not any single policy or trade
deal — it is the digital public infrastructure that has brought
millions of small businesses into the formal economy for the first
time. UPI processed over 17 billion transactions in a single month
in early 2026, a significant proportion of which represent small
business commerce. The Open Network for Digital Commerce
(ONDC), which aims to democratise e-commerce access for
MSMEs by removing platform dependency, has created new
export channels that bypass traditional intermediaries. The
government's TEAM (Technology Enablement and Access for
MSMESs) initiative, launched in May 2026, provides digital
commerce enablement specifically targeted at small businesses.
This formalisation is commercially significant beyond its
macroeconomic benefits. Formalised MSMEs have access to
formal credit, government procurement contracts, PLI scheme
benefits, and trade finance instruments that informal enterprises
cannot access. The TReDS platform — which facilitates the
financing of trade receivables from corporate and government
buyers — is now processing billions of rupees of MSME
receivables, dramatically reducing the working capital gap that has
historically been the most debilitating constraint on MSME
growth. The UPI infrastructure, combined with the Account
Aggregator framework and the India Stack's credit infrastructure,
is creating the data trails that will make MSME lending economics
viable at scale for the first time.

The Decade Ahead:

The trajectory is clear. India will add
approximately 200,000-300,000 jobs in the auto
components sector alone by 2028 as a direct result of
the EU-India FTA's automotive provisions. The India-
GCC FTA negotiations launched on February 24,
2026, the India-Israel FTA negotiations commenced
the same day, and India-Brazil bilateral trade targeting
$30 billion by 2030 — collectively represent a trade
architecture expansion that will further deepen MSME
export opportunity over the decade. The analysts who
projected that MSME contribution to India's GDP
would reach 35% by 2025 with proper investment and
policy support were not wrong about the direction —
they were perhaps optimistic about the pace. But in
2026, with the policy framework, digital
infrastructure, trade access, and budget support now in
place, that 35% target has never been more credibly
within reach. India's SMEs are not just driving the
next decade. They are building it.
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A New Economic Cycle Is Forming
THE NEW GLOBAL TRADE ARCHITECTURE: RESHAPING CORRIDORS

PROPORTIONAL TRADE VOLUMES AND DIMINISHING FLOWS
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The Architecture of the New World Order

At the World Economic Forum's Annual Meeting in Davos in January 2026, under the theme 'A Spirit of Dialogue,' world
leaders gathered in the Swiss Alps for a conversation that felt fundamentally different from previous years. The topic that dominated
the corridors was not simply the latest geopolitical crisis or market movement — it was the question of what the new world order
looks like as it solidifies into recognisable form. The post-Cold War era of US-led, rules-based, frictionless globalisation — which
reached its apogee in the decade between China's WTO accession in 2001 and the 2008 financial crisis — has not merely been
disrupted. It has been replaced by something structurally different: a multipolar, geopolitically contested, strategically fragmented
economic architecture in which the rules are being rewritten in real time.

McKinsey Global Institute's landmark 2026 update to its 'Geopolitics and the Geometry of Global Trade' report
documents the transformation with the precision that only global trade flow data can provide. US-China bilateral trade has fallen by
approximately 30%, with more than $165 billion in trade diverted from that corridor. The United States replaced about two-thirds of
the gap with imports from other suppliers. Chinese exporters of consumer goods — from electric cars to toys — cut prices by an
average of 8% to find buyers in new markets. ASEAN thrived, increasing trade with both economies simultaneously. The European
Union faced a double squeeze: more Chinese imports arriving at lower prices, and higher US tariffs on its own exports. The
geometry of global trade has been structurally remapped.

Three Structural Forces Reshaping Trade

Alejandro Padilla, Chief Economist at Grupo Financiero Banorte and one of the clearest analysts of the current global

transition, identifies three forces converging to accelerate the reconfiguration of global trade. First, geopolitical polarisation between
the US and China — expressed not just in tariffs but in export controls on advanced technologies, investment screening regimes, and
the 'China-plus-one' supply chain diversification strategies of every major multinational. Second, the growing role of economic
sovereignty as the dominant paradigm replacing free-market globalisation: nations are prioritising resilience, critical resource
security, and domestic industrial capacity over pure efficiency. Third, the strategic importance of critical minerals, Al, and defence
capabilities as the new currencies of geopolitical power — creating resource nationalism paradoxes where nations seeking supply
chain security face restrictions from the very countries they are trying to partner with.
The IMF's April 2026 World Economic Outlook, in its characteristically measured language, warned that 'waves of trade restrictions
imposed by all major economic blocs are harming international cooperation and growth.' Yet the same report acknowledged that
advances in artificial intelligence — especially agentic Al — 'offer the potential for large productivity gains, the ultimate driver of
living standards.' The tension between the deglobalisation forces damping growth and the Al productivity forces expanding it is the
central economic drama of 2026.
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Al Trade: The One Sector Growing
Faster Than Politics Can Fragment

One of the most striking findings in the McKinsey Global

Institute's 2026 trade analysis is that global trade did not retreat in
2025 — it grew faster than the global economy, even as advanced
economies and China reoriented away from geopolitically distant
trading partners. The growth driver? Al-related trade. Exports of
semiconductors and data centre equipment accounted for one-third of
. global trade growth, as Asian technology hubs — Taiwan, South
Korea, and parts of Southeast Asia — supplied markets around the
world, particularly the United States. High-tech goods trade grew at an
| annual rate of 18%, compared to just 6.5% for global trade overall,
according to ECB analysis.
" This creates a profound structural paradox at the heart of the global
' trade realignment: the very technology driving the geopolitical
competition — Al and semiconductor supremacy — is simultaneously
the largest single driver of global trade growth. Nations that are
building walls against each other's consumer goods and manufactured
, products are simultaneously dependent on each other's semiconductor
supply chains in ways that cannot be quickly resolved through
reshoring or friendshoring. Taiwan's TSMC, South Korea's Samsung
. and SK Hynix, and the Netherlands' ASML remain structural
dependencies for every major economy's Al infrastructure programme,
regardless of geopolitical alignment.

""We are living through selective
deglobalisation and strategic regionalisation.
This is not the end of trade — it is the
2 S recalibration of trade along new lines of trust,
W=F & = technology, and strategic interest. The winners

Y d ‘ s are those who understand the new geometry."

The Rise of Plurilateral Trade Architecture

The erosion of the WTO-centred multilateral trade system — which still governs approximately 72% of world trade under

most-favoured nation rules, a fact that provides important perspective on the narrative of complete deglobalisation — has been
accompanied by a proliferation of bilateral and regional trade agreements that are creating new trade corridors outside the traditional
multilateral framework. The India trade deal sequence of early 2026 — EU-India, US-India, India-UK, India-GCC negotiations
launched, India-Israel negotiations commenced — represents precisely this plurilateral trend: a web of bilateral and regional
agreements constructing a new trade architecture that is not anchored in the WTO but coexists with it.
Amundi Research's 2026 geopolitics analysis is instructive: 'New security alliances and trade deals are emerging despite intensifying
economic friction as policymakers seek to compensate for the eroding global order. These will ensure global trade and investment
continue to flow.' This is the equilibrating mechanism: as the old architecture fragments, new corridors emerge. The businesses and
economies that are fastest to identify and invest in the new corridors will capture disproportionate gains from the restructuring.

The Investor and Business Leader Imperative:

Nearly 75% of CEOs have either localised or are localising some part of their production within the country of sale, while just over
half are reorganising supply chains to serve particular regional blocs, according to comprehensive CEO survey data. This is not
geopolitical risk management — it is strategic repositioning. The multipolar world creates opportunities precisely because
fragmentation creates inefficiencies that creative businesses can arbitrage. The new trade corridors — India-EU, India-Gulf,
ASEAN-EU, ASEAN-US — are generating deal flows, manufacturing investment decisions, and logistics infrastructure buildouts
that will create winners and losers at the company level, not just the national level. The businesses that understand the new geometry
of global trade — which corridors are opening, which are closing, which are under construction — are the ones that will build
sustainable competitive advantage in the decade ahead.
24 PRIME PULSE
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The Tier-2 Startup Surge
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The Geography of Indian Entrepreneurship Has Shifted

Something quietly extraordinary has happened to India's startup ecosystem over the past four years, and it is

only in 2026 that the full scale of the transformation has become undeniable. India has crossed the milestone of 2.3 lakh
DPIIT-recognised startups — up from approximately 350 startups in the early days of the Startup India initiative —
representing one of the most dramatic entrepreneurship growth stories in any major economy in the world. But the more
significant statistic is this: more than 48% of those startups originated from Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities. The geography of
Indian entrepreneurship has shifted, and with it the character of the companies being built, the problems being solved,
and the markets being served.
Jaipur registered 5,000 new business incorporations in 2025 alone and hosts approximately 500 active startups,
supported by the Rajasthan Government's iStart programme with seed funding up to 225 lakhs, the BHAMASHAH
Techno Fund, rent reimbursements, and the new Rajasthan Global Capability Centre Policy 2025. Lucknow has grown
into North India's emerging startup hub with 1,700-1,800 active startups. Coimbatore hosts more than 250 startups at
TIDEL Park, supported by over 43,000 tech professionals, with its startup count growing from 271 in 2020 to 1,350 in
2024 — a fivefold increase in four years. Bhubaneswar, Chandigarh, Kochi, Indore, Surat, Nagpur, and Pune are all
developing sector-specific startup clusters that reflect the industrial and agricultural character of their regional
economies.

**Im Bharat, ads don't sell — trust does**
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Gen-Z Founders: A Different Kind of
Entrepreneur

The founders building India's next generation of
startups are fundamentally different from the IIT and [IM
graduates who defined the first wave of Indian entrepreneurship.
They are younger — often starting their first ventures before
completing their formal education. They are more diverse —
representing a much broader geography and socioeconomic
background than the coastal-elite cohort that dominated Indian
startup founding teams in the 2010s. They are more pragmatic
about business models — the post-2022 funding winter taught a
generation of founders that unit economics and cash flow matter,
and that GMV-led growth without profitability is a path to
shutdown rather than unicorn status. And they are more deeply
rooted in the problems of the real India — the 900 million-
person non-metropolitan market that global investors are only
beginning to understand.
The insight that defines the best Gen-Z founders from Tier-2
cities is captured in the Outlook Business analysis: what was
previously considered mon-metro' will become the new hub of
demand creation. The 72% of India's internet users who now
come from non-metros represent a consumer base whose
purchasing power, aspirations, and product requirements are
distinct from metro consumers — and whose needs have been
consistently underserved by startups that built primarily for
urban, English-speaking, high-income users. Gen-Z founders
from Lucknow, Coimbatore, and Jaipur understand vernacular
content, trust-based commerce, agricultural value chains, and
local supply chain dynamics in ways that metro-educated
founders must learn. That contextual advantage is a genuine
competitive moat.
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The Hottest Sectors:
Where Gen-Z India Is Building

1 D2C (Direct-to-Consumer) Brands are the dominant category

of new startup formation in Tier-2 cities, with Inc42's annual
investor survey showing 21% of investors anticipating D2C
growth primarily from rising middle-income cohorts in Tier II-
III cities. The sectors benefiting most from this Bharat D2C
wave are wellness and personal care (building on the preference
for regional and Ayurvedic formulations), fashion and ethnic
wear (leveraging India's textile heritage and craft traditions into
branded consumer products), and food and beverage (particularly
regional and vernacular food brands that carry -cultural
authenticity urban consumers will pay a premium for). The D2C
model — bypassing traditional retail distribution through
Instagram commerce, WhatsApp Business, and now ONDC —
gives small-town founders a direct route to consumers that their
predecessors needed significant capital to access.

2 AgriTech is producing some of the most socially
consequential and commercially compelling startups in India's
Tier-2 ecosystem. Cities like Indore — the heart of Madhya
Pradesh's agricultural belt — are developing specialised agritech
clusters that address real problems: farm advisory services
delivered through vernacular voice interfaces, supply chain
traceability tools for commodity traders, precision agriculture
platforms for smallholder farmers, and rural fintech services that
use agricultural land records as collateral for credit. These are
not consumer internet companies with massive user acquisition
costs — they are B2B and B2B2C platforms with clear value
creation and genuine unit economics from day one.

3 FinTech for Bharat is the third major Gen-Z startup category,
with companies building credit, insurance, investment, and
payments products specifically for the 400-600 million Indians
who have UPI-enabled smartphones but limited access to formal
financial products. The Account Aggregator framework, which
allows regulated entities to access consented financial data, is
enabling a new generation of credit underwriting models that use
alternative data — agricultural income, utility payments, GST
filings — to assess creditworthiness for borrowers who lack
formal credit histories. Rural finance startups that use this
infrastructure are building businesses with genuine customer
lifetime values, low acquisition costs (through post office
networks, SHG partnerships, and gram panchayat relationships),
and unit economics that institutional lenders are beginning to
recognise as attractive..
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Why 2026 Is a Hinge Year
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EU-India Trade Corridor Services:

The EU-India FTA, signed January 27,
2026, creates an immediate commercial
opportunity for every service business
that can help companies on both sides
navigate the new trade architecture.
Customs advisory and trade compliance,
EMA regulatory consulting for Indian
pharma  exporters, CE  marking
certification for Indian manufactured
goods, EU market entry consulting for
Indian MSMEs, and India market entry
advisory for European companies are all
experiencing surging demand. The
bilateral trade baseline of $135 billion
annually — set to grow substantially
under the FTA — requires a vast service
infrastructure  of lawyers, logistics
providers, quality auditors, trade finance
specialists, and market development
agencies. This is a multi-year,
structurally growing sector that requires
relatively modest capital investment and
can be built by individuals with the right
expertise and networks.
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From EU-India trade corridors and Al infrastructure services
to rare earth processing, bulf infrastructure, clean energy
manufacturing, and digital health — a definitive guide to the
highest-conviction growth sectors and markets that every

forward-looking business leader must understand right now.

Every era of economic disruption produces a new map of
opportunity. The convergence of forces in 2026 — the Al infrastructure
Supercycle, the EU-India FTA and associated trade architecture, the
Gulf sovereign wealth buildout, the global energy transition, and the
multipolar trade realignment — is producing one of the richest
opportunity landscapes in a generation. Emerging markets are now
expected to account for nearly two-thirds of global growth, expanding
almost three times faster than advanced economies. The businesses
and entrepreneurs who identify the right corridors, sectors, and timing
will capture disproportionate gains from the restructuring. Here are the

ten most compelling.

Rare Earth Processing and Critical
Minerals

China controls approximately 60% of
rare earth mining and over 85% of rare
earth processing globally a concentration
that every major economy has identified
as a strategic vulnerability. The US, EU,
India, Japan, and Australia are all
investing in rare earth supply chain
diversification, creating commercial
opportunities in exploration, extraction,
processing, and recycling across Africa,
Southeast Asia, India, and North

America. India's rare earth stockpile
programme, launched in October 2025,
creates domestic processing demand.
The EU's Critical Raw Materials Act
mandates that Europe source at least
10% of its annual consumption of
critical raw materials domestically by

2030  creating  government-backed
demand for European and allied-nation
rare earth projects. For businesses in
mining technology, chemical processing,
battery materials, and recycling, the rare
earth opportunity is structural and long-
duration.
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Al Infrastructure Services Beyond
Hardware

The $3 trillion AI data centre
buildout by 2030 creates massive
upstream and downstream opportunity
beyond the hyperscalers themselves.
Power infrastructure utilities, backup
generation, UPS systems, cooling
technology is the most acute constraint
on Al deployment speed, creating
immediate commercial opportunity for
energy companies, grid technology
providers, and  cooling  system

manufacturers. Cybersecurity for Al
systems is another high-growth adjacent
sector: as enterprises deploy Al at scale,
the attack surface for adversarial Al,

model theft, data poisoning, and
inference attacks expands rapidly. Al
integration consulting  helping mid-
sized enterprises design, implement,
and govern Al deployments is perhaps
the largest single addressable market,
given that most of the 92% of
companies planning to increase Al
investment have internal capability gaps
that external specialists must fill.
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Gulf Infrastructure and Real

Estate

Gulf sovereign wealth funds
deployed $66 billion into Al and digital
infrastructure in the period covered by
this edition, with Gulf funds accounting
for 43% of all global capital
deployments. But the  physical
infrastructure buildout in the Gulf
region itself — driven by Saudi Vision
2030, the UAE's economic
diversification, Qatar's post-World Cup
development programme, and Kuwait
and Bahrain's modernisation agendas —
creates commercial opportunity at every
level of the construction, engineering,
technology, and professional services
supply chain. NEOM's $500 billion
smart city project in Saudi Arabia is the
most visible single investment, but the
broader Gulf infrastructure pipeline —
airports, ports, smart grids, healthcare
facilities, educational institutions, and
tourism infrastructure — represents one
of the largest concentrated infrastructure
investment programmes in the world.

Cybersecurity for the Al

Economy

As Al becomes embedded in
critical enterprise and government
systems, the attack surface for malicious
actors expands exponentially. Only 26%
of communication leaders feel confident
assessing Al risks, according to Global
Alliance research. The EU AI Act's
requirements for Al system security
monitoring and incident reporting create
mandatory compliance markets for
cybersecurity vendors. State-sponsored
cyberattacks on Al infrastructure, model
manipulation, and data poisoning are
identified as tier-one national security
threats by every major intelligence
agency. The global cybersecurity
market is one of the fastest-growing in
technology, with demand driven not just
by traditional enterprise security needs
but by the new vulnerabilities created
by Al IoT proliferation, and the
expansion of cloud infrastructure. For
startups, established technology
companies, and professional service

firms, cybersecurity represents a
decade-long structural growth
opportunity.
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Clean Energy Manufacturing

India's 500 GW renewable
energy target by 2030 requires an
estimated $300 billion in investment,
with PLI schemes creating
manufacturing opportunities in solar
modules, wind turbines, electrolysers,
and battery storage systems. The EU's
Green Industrial Deal and its CBAM
carbon border tax create both demand
pressure and supply opportunity for
clean technology manufacturers. Green
hydrogen is projected to become a $12
trillion global market by 2050, with
early-mover positions in electrolysis,

hydrogen storage, and distribution
infrastructure creating long-duration
competitive advantages. EV

manufacturing — with global EV sales
growing 35% year-on-year in Q1 2025
— requires battery manufacturing,
charging infrastructure, and grid
management technology at scales that
represent genuine industrial
opportunity.

Education Technology and
Upskilling

One billion workers
worldwide need reskilling for the Al
economy, according to the World
Economic Forum. 59% of the global
workforce requires training. Skills for
Al-exposed roles are evolving 66%
faster than other job categories. These
are not abstract statistics — they
represent the demand conditions for one
of the largest education and training
markets in history. B2B enterprise
upskilling platforms (helping companies
reskill ~their workforces for Al
integration), consumer-facing Al
literacy programmes (for the
professionals seeking to future-proof
their own careers), and vocational and
technical training for the manufacturing
and infrastructure jobs being created by
the Al and clean energy buildout are all
high-growth commercial categories.
Vernacular, mobile-first edtech for
India's Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities is a
particularly compelling  sub-market
given the demographic scale and
income growth trajectory.

Digital Health and Medtech

Healthcare jobs now make up
20% of total employment in high-
income countries, and Al-driven
diagnostics, telehealth, remote patient
monitoring, and personalised medicine
are creating new commercial categories
at the intersection of technology and
healthcare. In developing economies —
where healthcare jobs represent just 4-
7% of employment — the gap
represents both a social challenge and
an enormous commercial opportunity
for digital health companies that can
deliver affordable, scalable healthcare
interventions. India's healthcare market,
supported by the Ayushman Bharat
digital health mission, represents one of
the largest single-country digital health
opportunities in the world. European
healthtech,  particularly Al  drug
discovery (Isomorphic Labs in the UK
raised the largest European VC round in
Q1 2025), is demonstrating that
healthcare is one of Al's highest-value
application domains.

Cross-Border E-Commerce

Logistics

The trade deals of 2026 —
India-EU, India-UK, India-US, India-
GCC — are creating new legal and
commercial frameworks for cross-
border commerce that will drive
substantial growth in cross-border e-
commerce over the next five years.
India's ONDC (Open Network for
Digital Commerce) is creating export
channels for Indian MSMEs that bypass
traditional intermediaries. The EU's
Digital Single Market and the WTO's
work programme on e-commerce are
creating frameworks for digital trade
that reduce friction for businesses
operating across borders. For logistics
companies, fulfilment  providers,
customs technology platforms, and
trade finance specialists, the cross-
border commerce growth wave is a
multi-year structural tailwind. Vietnam
and Southeast Asia's role as both a
manufacturing export hub and a fast-

growing consumer market creates
additional cross-border logistics
demand.

PRIME PULSE




Defence Technology and Dual-Use Innovation

Defence spending is rising across every major economy — NATO members increasing toward and beyond the 2% GDP
target, India expanding its defence budget by 4.78%, the Gulf states building out defence industrial capacity, and even traditionally
neutral economies like Switzerland and Sweden increasing military preparedness. This spending creates commercial opportunity for
defence technology companies, dual-use technology developers (AL, drones, cybersecurity, space technology, communications), and
the MSME supply chains that serve prime contractors. India's opening of defence manufacturing to private companies and the EU's
new SAFE defence financing instrument create institutional demand for private sector defence innovation that did not previously exist
at this scale. DefTech has emerged as one of the fastest-growing venture capital categories globally, reflecting the recognition that
defence technology development has moved from the exclusive domain of government arsenals to a competitive, innovation-driven
marketplace.

EUROPE OPEN DOORS
€14B €12.5M €500B | €7M | 1.4% | 33%

Horizon Europe Max EIC Blended Germany's New ERC Super- Euro Area Horizon Work

2026-27 Funding Finance per Infrastructure Grants (from Defence Programme
Package Startup Fund 2026) Spending (% Simplification

GDP 2025)

Why European Institutional Capital Matters to Every Business

For businesses operating in or seeking to enter European markets, the EU's institutional funding architecture is
one of the most significant and most consistently underutilised sources of capital and commercial opportunity in the
world. The European Commission's Horizon Europe programme, the European Innovation Council, InvestEU, the
European Fund for Strategic Investments, the cohesion funds, and an interlocking web of national co-funding
programmes collectively represent hundreds of billions of euros of annual capital deployment — much of it available
to businesses and research organisations from non-EU countries that understand the access routes. The challenge has
historically been the complexity of the application processes. In 2026, that challenge is being meaningfully addressed.

The European Commission released the Horizon Europe 2026-27 Work Programmes in late 2025, promising a
total of €14 billion in funding opportunities for research and innovation. The new Work Programme is notably
simplified: call topics are less prescriptive, the overall programme length has been reduced by 33%, and application
processes have been streamlined to reduce the burden on applicants that had driven persistent complaints about
Horizon's administrative complexity. For businesses in technology, clean energy, digital infrastructure, health, climate
adaptation, and advanced manufacturing — the sectors where Europe is most actively deploying institutional capital —
the 2026-27 programmes represent a compelling funding opportunity.

I}ﬁ A e

i v 3 ni-i —_MEhan | i ‘
: : —— S -

-

"A single technology startup in 2026 can access anywhere from £30,000 at pre-
seed to over €12.0 million through blended EIC finance. Europe has more startup
funding than most founders realise — and more of it is accessible to non-El
businesses than is commanly assumed.”

PRIME PULSE




Europe 2026-27: The €14 Billion Opportunity

Horizon Europe, the EU's flagship programme for research and innovation, is deploying €14 billion across
13 work programmes in 2026-27. The six priority areas under Horizon Europe's second pillar — Health;
Culture, Creativity and Inclusive Society; Civil Security for Society; Digital, Industry and Space; Climate,
Energy and Mobility; and Food, Bioeconomy, Natural Resources, Agriculture and Environment —
represent the most comprehensive single-programme funding commitment to science and innovation in any
jurisdiction globally. Businesses can participate as consortium members (where at least one EU entity is
required as project coordinator), as associated partners, or through the European Innovation Council's direct
funding instruments.

New in 2026: the European Research Council is introducing seven-year €7 million super-grants for frontier
research — the largest single-researcher ERC grant ever offered. The Choose Europe initiative, designed to
attract global talent to EU research institutions, creates partnership opportunities for non-EU universities
and research organisations. US participants can join Horizon Europe consortia as Associated Partners
without signing a grant agreement — a simplified access route that the US Embassy's EU Science &
Technology section has actively promoted to American research institutions and companies.

The European Innovation Council: From Pre-Seed to Scale

The European Innovation Council represents Europe's most direct attempt to compete with Silicon
Valley-style venture funding for deep technology companies. The EIC Accelerator provides equity investments of
up to €15 million per company (with grants of up to €2.5 million), focusing on deep tech startups with
breakthrough innovations in areas including Al, quantum computing, biotechnology, clean energy, and advanced
manufacturing. The EIC Pathfinder funds early-stage research on breakthrough technologies with grants of up to
€4 million per project. The EIC Transition bridges the gap between research results and commercial application.
For a single technology startup in 2026, the EIC funding stack — from pre-seed EIC Pathfinder through to scale-
up EIC Accelerator — can provide up to €12.5 million in blended finance without diluting equity to the same
degree as pure VC funding.

Critically, some EIC programmes are open to companies in associated countries — including Norway,
Switzerland, Israel, and countries recently associated with Horizon Europe. Non-EU founders can be eligible if
they incorporate in an EU country. For Indian technology companies seeking European market entry with a
funding component — particularly in deep tech, Al, and clean energy — the EIC pathway, combined with the
FTA's investment facilitation provisions, creates an integrated market entry and funding strategy that was not
available in prior editions.
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European defence spending is rising across the
board. The European Commission's SAFE (Security
Action for Europe) defence financing instrument — a new
EU-level debt issuance mechanism for common defence
procurement — is expected to begin common issuance in
the second half of 2026, creating a new institutional
channel for defence investment that supplements national
defence budgets. NATO's 2% GDP spending commitment
is now being actively enforced, with member states that
previously fell below the threshold accelerating spending
plans. For defence technology companies, aerospace
manufacturers, cybersecurity firms, and dual-use
technology developers, the European defence institutional
tender pipeline for 2026-2028 is one of the richest in post-
Cold War history.

EUROPEAN
DEFENCE

Al Generated
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Germany's €500 Billion
Infrastructure Fund

The most significant single institutional capital
deployment announcement of the period covered by this
edition is Germany's €500 billion infrastructure fund —
adopted by the German Parliament in March 2025 — which
represents approximately 11.5% of Germany's entire 2024
GDP. The fund operates outside the constraints of
Germany's constitutionally mandated 'debt brake', allowing
sustained fiscal expansion for the first time in decades. It is
structured as €300 billion for the federal government and
€100 billion each for state governments and the Climate
Transition Fund. The Goldman Sachs European economics
team estimates the German fiscal expansion is 'broadly on
track' with the strongest impulse in 2026, expecting the
German deficit to rise to 3.7% of GDP — delivering a
genuine fiscal stimulus to the euro area's largest economy
after three years of stagnation.

For businesses in  construction, infrastructure
technology, energy transition, digital infrastructure, transport, and
defence manufacturing, Germany's fund represents the single
largest public procurement pipeline in Europe. The fund's defence
component is particularly significant: defence spending above 1%
of GDP will not count toward the debt brake, and each of
Germany's 16 federal states is now allowed to run a structural
deficit of 0.35% of economic output — creating cascading
procurement opportunities at both federal and state levels.
Companies seeking to participate must understand German public
procurement law, the EU's procurement directives, and the
defence-specific procurement frameworks that apply to military

spending.
e EU-India FTA:
Access Routes for Indian

Businesses in Europe

The EU-India FTA creates not just tariff
reductions but institutional access routes for Indian
businesses seeking to establish European operations. The
investment facilitation provisions simplify the regulatory
process for Indian companies establishing subsidiaries or
joint ventures in EU member states. The services trade
provisions create pathways for Indian IT services
companies to deploy staff on EU client projects under
improved visa and mobility frameworks. The intellectual
property provisions provide stronger protection for Indian
brand owners in European markets. For Indian companies
— whether MSMEs seeking their first European customer
or established corporates expanding their European
footprint — the FTA's institutional provisions complement
the tariff reductions to create a genuinely improved
business environment for India-EU  commercial
relationships.




Europe Under the Tariff Storm

A Continent at an Inflection Point

Europe entered 2026 carrying more structural complexity than at any point since
the 2011-2012 sovereign debt crisis — but with a fundamentally different character. This is
not a crisis of insolvency or financial system fragility. It is a crisis of competitiveness and
strategic positioning: an advanced economic bloc facing simultaneous pressure from US
tariffs that have reduced euro area GDP by an estimated 0.4%, Chinese import competition
that is undercutting European manufacturers across multiple sectors, energy cost challenges
amplified by Middle East conflict, and a structural weakness in high-growth technology
sectors that has allowed US and Chinese tech companies to dominate global Al and digital
markets.

The ECB's March 2026 staff macroeconomic projections capture the situation with
characteristic precision: annual real GDP growth of 0.9% in 2026, revised down from earlier
projections, with the war in the Middle East having made the outlook 'significantly more
uncertain, creating upside risks for inflation and downside risks for economic growth.' The
euro area is expected to see further losses in export market share. Net exports are likely to
make a small negative contribution to real GDP growth in 2026. The external environment,
in the ECB's assessment, 'remains challenging owing to higher tariffs and a stronger euro
over the past year.'

The Tariff Impact: Sector by Sector

The US tariff impact on Europe has been neither uniform nor simply additive — it
has exposed structural vulnerabilities in specific sectors while leaving others relatively
unaffected. The most visible casualties have been in French exports: wine and cosmetics
exports to the United States fell 40% and 25% respectively in Q4 2025 compared to Q4
2024, according to Natixis CIB's European Outlook. European automotive manufacturers —
already under pressure from Chinese EV competition — face higher costs for components
sourced from US supply chains and reduced competitiveness in third markets where US
tariffs have distorted pricing dynamics. German machinery and equipment manufacturers,
who export heavily to the United States, have seen order softening that contributed to
Germany's three consecutive years of GDP contraction before the fiscal expansion began to
take effect.

The EU's response — beyond diplomatic negotiation and the Supreme Court
IEEPA ruling that provided partial relief — has been both defensive and constructive.
Defensive measures include the EU's own retaliatory tariff menu and its anti-coercion
instrument, which provides a framework for responding to economic pressure from third
countries. Constructive responses include accelerating the EU-India FTA (creating trade
diversion away from US-origin supplies and toward Indian alternatives), advancing the EU-
Mercosur trade agreement, and deepening the EU's digital single market to reduce
dependence on US platform technology.

Germany's Fiscal U-Turn: The Growth Engine Restarts

The single most significant positive development in the European economic
outlook for 2026 is Germany's historic fiscal policy reversal. After three consecutive years of
GDP contraction and decades of fiscal conservatism anchored in the constitutionally
mandated 'debt brake,' the German Parliament adopted in March 2025 a fiscal package that
is, by any measure, transformative. A €500 billion infrastructure fund — equivalent to 11.5%
of 2024 GDP — is being deployed over twelve years, with €100 billion for the Climate
Transition Fund. Defence spending above 1% of GDP is excluded from the debt brake
calculations. Each of Germany's 16 federal states can now run a structural deficit of 0.35% of
economic output.

The Goldman Sachs European economics team estimates the German deficit will
rise to 3.7% of GDP in 2026, delivering a fiscal impulse that is the strongest in the euro area.
Manufacturing orders in Germany surged by 9.6% in Q4 2025 compared to Q3, with growth
visible in both domestic and foreign orders — an early sign that the fiscal expansion is
transmitting into real economic activity. The ECB's March 2026 projections estimate the
cumulative growth impact from German fiscal spending on defence and infrastructure at 0.5
percentage points for the euro area — modest in absolute terms but significant at the margin
for an economy growing below its potential rate.
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Defence Spending: The New Growth Driver

European defence spending is increasing across every metric. Total euro area defence spending reached 1.4% of GDP in
2025, according to European Commission data, driven by rising defence investment across member states responding to the security
environment in Eastern Europe and the broader geopolitical context. The SAFE (Security Action for Europe) instrument — a new
EU-level debt issuance mechanism — is expected to begin common issuance in H2 2026, creating a new institutional channel for
defence investment alongside national budgets. The ECB's Survey of Professional Forecasters confirms that 'increased public
spending on defence and infrastructure was expected to lift GDP growth, counterbalancing the downward impact caused by US

tariffs.'
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For European defence manufacturers — Airbus, Leonardo, Rheinmetall, Thales, BAE Systems — the spending environment
represents a generational opportunity. Rheinmetall, Germany's leading land defence manufacturer, has seen its order book expand
dramatically and its share price multiply. The intersection of European defence spending with Al and drone technology creates new
commercial categories — autonomous systems, electronic warfare, cyber defence, satellite communications — that are attracting
venture capital alongside government procurement. Natixis CIB specifically identifies defence and spacecraft and aircraft as 'key
manufacturing sectors supporting French GDP growth to 1.1% in 2026,' highlighting that the defence investment is generating
measurable macroeconomic impact.

The ECB's Steady Hand:

The European Central Bank has maintained the deposit rate at 2.0% since June 2025 — a level the Nomura economics
team characterises as 'at the midpoint of the ECB's estimate for neutral.' With inflation falling to 1.7% in January 2026 (below target)
and GDP growth below potential, the case for rate cuts exists — but the ECB has chosen to hold, balancing the risk of premature
easing against the genuine uncertainty created by the Middle East conflict's energy price implications. The ECB's own assessment: 'In
our view, inflation is no longer a concern in the euro area, and the ECB has largely done its job of returning it to target.' The ECB
forecasts HICP inflation averaging 1.9% in 2026 and 2.0% in 2027 — a benign inflation picture that, in normal circumstances, would
support accommodative policy.

The Strategic Pivot: Choose Europe and the FTA Architecture

The EU's strategic response to its competitiveness challenges is crystallising around several complementary initiatives.
Choose Europe — launched to attract global talent and research institutions to EU member states — is expanding its mandate and
funding in 2026. The EU-India FTA creates a strategic economic partnership that both diversifies Europe's supply chains (reducing
dependence on Chinese inputs) and opens one of the world's most dynamic consumer and manufacturing markets to European
companies. The EU's Digital Decade targets, the Al Act's trust framework, and the Green Deal Industrial Plan collectively represent a
strategic bet that Europe can compete on quality, governance, and sustainability rather than pure cost — a viable differentiation
strategy if execution matches ambition




STARTUP SUCCESS STORIES
Seed to Global Scale
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“. Why Case Studies Matter More Than Theory in 2026

In a year'when the rules of global business are béing rewritten faster than most
strategy framewor}gs can keep pace, case studies offer'something irreplaceable: the
evidence of what actually works. The foundersswho have navigated the transition from
seed funding{o international scalein 2025-2026 have done so through a combination of
strategic clarity, geographic intelligence, financial discipline, and the kind of adaptive
execution that no textbook can/fully prepare you for. The three case studies presented here
are composites built from real patternssemerging in India, Europe, and Southeast Asia —
designed to illuminate the strategic principles that distinguish successful international
expansi%n from the many that stall at the border.
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Three companies. Three continents. Three fundamentally different
paths from seed funding to international expansion. An Indian
SaaS company that cracked European enterprise markets through
the FTA. A European deep tech startup that mastered US venture

fundraising. A Southeast Asian logistics platform that built a
cross-border empire. Lessons every entrepreneur needs.




IndiaTech SaaS, Cracking European
Enterprise Through the FTA

CASE STUDY 1

Background: A Pune-based B2B SaaS company specialising in supply chain visibility and ESG reporting software was founded in
2020 by two engineers who had previously worked at a major Indian IT services company. The company reached X15 crore ARR by
2023, serving Indian manufacturing conglomerates and mid-market exporters who needed digital tools to track their supply chain
carbon footprint — a requirement being driven by corporate sustainability mandates from their global customers.

The Challenge: The founders had identified European enterprise as the highest-value addressable market for their product —
European companies faced mandatory CSRD (Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive) compliance from 2025, creating an acute
need for exactly the supply chain visibility software that IndiaTech had built. But European enterprise sales cycles are long,
procurement requirements are stringent, and establishing trust as an Indian startup in a market that preferred established vendors was a
material barrier. Pre-FTA, the company also faced regulatory uncertainty around data residency and cross-border data transfers that
complicated EU deployments.

The Pivot: When the EU-India FTA was signed in January 2026, the founders immediately identified three specific provisions that
changed their commercial position. First, the services trade chapter created clearer frameworks for Indian software companies to
deploy staff on EU client projects. Second, the data governance provisions created pathways to EU data residency arrangements.
Third, the investment facilitation chapter simplified the process of establishing an EU subsidiary — which the company had been
delaying due to cost and regulatory complexity. Within three months of the FTA signing, IndiaTech had established a Netherlands
subsidiary, deployed two EU-based customer success managers, and closed its first €400,000 annual contract with a German industrial
manufacturer seeking CSRD compliance support.

The Lessons: First, know which specific FTA provisions affect your business — the headline tariff numbers are irrelevant for software
companies, but the services, data, and investment chapters are transformative. Second, FTA signing is not FTA implementation —
build your EU expansion plan around the provisions that have been operationalised first, not those still in phased implementation.
Third, EU enterprise customers require local presence, EU-based data processing, and demonstration of GDPR compliance as table
stakes — invest in these before your first enterprise conversation, not after.

SaaS Scaling Playbook: Leveraging the EU-India FTA

BREAKING THE EU MARKET BARRIER THE FTA GROWTH ENGINE SCALING SUCCESS & EXPANSION

Activating the Services

& Investment Chapters Solving Data

Governance

New pathways created
clear frameworks for EU
data residency and
GDPR compliance.

From Signing to €400,000 Revenue

IndiaTech closed its first major German contract
within three months of FTA implementation.

The “Trust Gap” and Data Residency CSRD Compliance Activating the Solving Data

Long Sales Cycles Roadblocks Demand Services & Governance
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CASE STUDY 2 EuroDeepTech Al

Bridging the Deep Tech Funding Gap: From Berlin Spin-out to US Series A

THE FOUNDATION (2021-2024) GLOBAL BREAKTHROUGH (2025-2026) SERIES A SECURED

University Pilot Over Pitch Decks
Spin-out Origins

Founded in 2021 to

commercialize Ai-driven

materials science for

battery development.

” $180,000

Commercial Pilot

Paid pilot provided independent San Francisco venture capital led the 2026 round

commercial validation required

X to scale the Berlin-based engineering team.
by US investors. 9 9
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S - Advantage 5 Grants: : \ SeriesA:
z 5 Non-dilutive funding bought Data Sovereignty Advantage €4.3M $24,000,000
Funding EIC Pathfinder two years of runway to Maintaining GDPR-compliant EU architecture (Family Office & £ (San Francisco VC)
(€2.5M Family Office) Grant (€1.8M) reach technical validation became a key commercial differentiator for Horizon Europe) . a
without equity loss. enterprise customers.

Pre-seed Horizon Europe

Background: A Berlin-based deep technology startup commercialising Al-driven materials science — using
machine learning to accelerate the discovery of novel battery materials — was founded in 2021 as a spin-out from a
leading German university. The founders had strong scientific credentials and early-stage grant funding from both
Horizon Europe and the German federal government, but faced the classic deep tech founder challenge: years of
development before commercial revenue, requiring patient capital that European venture markets were not reliably
providing at scale.

The Fundraising Journey: The founders initially raised a €2.5 million pre-seed from a German family office and
€1.8 million from a Horizon Europe EIC Pathfinder grant — a funding combination that gave them two years of
runway to reach prototype validation without diluting equity to early-stage VC investors. At Series A, they faced the
structural challenge that German early-stage VC averaged $1.6 billion in Q1 2025 — a fraction of the US market —
and that most European VCs lacked the technical depth to evaluate materials science Al at the frontier. The founders
made the strategic decision to target US venture capital while maintaining their Berlin base and GDPR-compliant
EU data architecture.

The US Breakthrough: Key to their US fundraising success was demonstrating traction with established battery
manufacturers — one of whom had agreed to a paid pilot despite having no EU office requirement. The pilot
generated $180,000 in revenue and, critically, independent validation of the technology's commercial potential. The
founders also leveraged the 'sovereign Al' narrative effectively: European investors were becoming concerned about
Al capabilities being concentrated in the US, making a European Al company with deep science credentials an
attractive portfolio diversification play. A $24 million Series A from a San Francisco VC with a European deep tech
fund was announced in February 2026, with the startup maintaining its Berlin headquarters and engineering team
while opening a San Francisco business development office.

The Lessons: First, non-dilutive Horizon Europe grant funding is genuinely transformative for deep tech founders
— it buys the time needed to reach technical validation without the valuation pressure of early-stage VC. Second,
one strong paid pilot with a credible enterprise customer is worth more in a fundraise conversation than any amount
of theoretical market sizing. Third, maintaining EU data architecture and GDPR compliance is not just a regulatory
necessity — it is a commercial differentiator in a world where data sovereignty is increasingly valued by enterprise
customers.
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CASE STUDY 3 SEA Logistics Platform

Navigating the India-ASEAN Logistics Corridor:
A Scaling Case Study

Phase 1: Regional Foundation Phase 2: Strategic Expansion
& Scale (2019-2024) & Global Lessons (2026+)

3 5% + ASE%#+ Annual Growth ~ Entering the India-ASEAN Corridor
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The ‘Tech + Operations’ = g Partnership vs. Follow the
Advantage > Greenfield Expansion Trade Flows

Success relied on combining software By 2024, the firm served 3,000+ Leveraged local Indian partnerships Positioning operations within FTA
with deep institutional knowledge of SME merchants across five to navigate regulatory complexities  architectures is the primary structural
17 different customs authorities. major Southeast Asian nations. without high capital investment. growth driver for logistics.

Building the Cross-Border Commerce Infrastructure:

Background: A Singapore-headquartered logistics technology company was founded in 2019 to solve a

specific problem: the extraordinary fragmentation and cost of last-mile logistics in Southeast Asia, where low-cost
cross-border commerce was growing at 35%+ annually but logistics infrastructure was lagging dramatically. The
founders had supply chain operations backgrounds and had directly experienced the problem they were solving.
The Scale-Up: By 2024, the company had operations in Singapore, Indonesia, Vietnam, Thailand, and Malaysia —
serving over 3,000 SME merchants and mid-market e-commerce companies with cross-border fulfilment, customs
clearance, and local delivery. Total GMV processed had reached $240 million annually. The company's competitive
advantage was not technology alone — it was the combination of technology with deep operational knowledge of
each country's customs procedures, carrier networks, and last-mile logistics realities. Competitors from outside the
region consistently underestimated this operational complexity.

The International Expansion Decision: In January 2026, the company made the strategic decision to expand

into the India-Southeast Asia corridor, recognising that the India-EU FTA's logistics provisions and the India-
ASEAN trade flows were creating new demand for exactly the cross-border logistics capabilities it had built. The
India expansion was structured as a partnership with an Indian logistics company — giving the company local
expertise and regulatory navigation capability without the capital investment of building ground operations from
scratch. By March 2026, the partnership had processed its first India-to-Vietnam cross-border shipments for MSME
exporters.
The Lessons: First, operational depth in the geographies you serve is a more durable competitive advantage than
technology alone — technology can be copied, but institutional knowledge of 17 different customs authorities'
specific requirements cannot. Second, strategic partnerships beat greenfield expansion in markets where regulatory
navigation requires local relationships. Third, follow the trade flows — the India-ASEAN corridor created by new
FTA architectures is a structural growth driver that every logistics company in the region should be positioned to
serve.
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| Al vs Careers: Who Actually Wins?

Entry-level US jobs are down 35%. 14% of workers have already been displaced. But 170

million new roles are being created by 2030. The career question of 2026 is not whether

Al changes everything — it already has. It is which humans, with which skills, in which

sectors, will be the net winners of the most consequential labour market transformation
in a century.
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REPETITIVE AI-POWERED CREATIVITY
DATA ENTRY FADED WORKFORCE EMERGING OPPORTUNITIES
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The Honest Assessment: What the Data Actually Shows

The career impact of artificial intelligence in 2026 is simultaneously more disruptive and more nuanced than either the
optimists or the pessimists have claimed. The pessimist's case has data: entry-level roles in the US are down 35%, partly due to
automation, according to the World Economic Forum's March 2026 analysis. 14% of all workers have already been displaced by Al
— with the rate higher among younger and mid-career workers in technology and creative fields. 37% of companies expect to
replace some jobs with Al by the end of 2026. Workers aged 18-24 are 129% more likely than those over 65 to worry that Al will
make their job obsolete.

The optimist's case also has data: the WEF Future of Jobs Report projects 170 million new jobs will be created globally by
2030, many in fields that barely existed five years ago. Productivity growth has nearly quadrupled in industries most exposed to Al
since 2022. Al-skilled professionals earn 28% more on average in the same roles as non-Al-skilled counterparts. Global employment
is still projected to grow by 7% through 2030 despite automation. The honest synthesis is that the overall labour market will grow —
but the distribution of that growth will be profoundly unequal, concentrated among those who have adapted and among the sectors
and geographies that are deploying Al in productivity-enhancing rather than purely cost-cutting modes.

38 PRIME PULSE

© Copyright 2026

T ——




"The most powerful professional combination in 2026 is
deep domain expertise plus Al fluency. The lawyer who can
use Al to do 10x more research, the doctor whose diagnostics
are augmented by Al pattern recognition, the engineer who

iterates design options ten times faster — these are not

threatened by Al. They are supercharged by it."”

|
The Sectors: Who Is Winning, Who Is Struggling

Technology and Al-adjacent sectors are the

clearest winners: Al orchestration specialists, prompt
engineers, machine learning engineers, data scientists,
and Al ethics officers are among the fastest-growing job
categories with severe shortages relative to demand.
Healthcare is a structural winner: Al-driven diagnostics,
drug discovery, personalised medicine, and remote
patient monitoring are creating new roles faster than
automation displaces existing ones. Healthcare jobs now
make up 20% of total employment in high-income
countries, with the Bureau of Labor Statistics projecting
13% growth in healthcare occupations from 2023 to
2033 — far outpacing the national average of 3%.
Defence technology, clean energy engineering, and rare
earth processing are creating specialist manufacturing
and science roles in sectors that barely existed as major
employment categories a decade ago.
The sectors under genuine structural pressure are those
combining routine cognitive task content with limited
human relationship or judgment premium: entry-level
data processing, basic content creation, standard
customer service, routine legal document review, and
repetitive financial analysis. These are not being
destroyed — they are being compressed: fewer people
doing more work with Al assistance, at lower entry-
level headcount but higher per-person productivity. The
career risk is concentrated at the entry level and in the
transition between education and first employment,
where the traditional 'learning ropes' roles that served as
on-ramps to professional careers are being automated
fastest.

“Investing in growth is important,

The Human Skills Premium
What Machines Cannot Replicate?

Research is unambiguous that roles using

generative Al require 36% higher cognitive skills
alongside  greater  emotional intelligence,
creativity, and ethical reasoning. The WEF
identifies analytical thinking, creative thinking,
resilience and flexibility, motivation and self-
awareness, and curiosity and lifelong learning as
the top capabilities that no machine can replicate.
These are not 'soft skills' in the dismissive sense
— they are the hard differentiators that determine
which professionals will lead organisations, build
client relationships, navigate complexity, and
make the high-stakes judgements that Al can
inform but cannot make.
The career professionals most at risk in 2026 are
not those with technical skills made obsolete by
automation — it is those who combined narrow
technical capability with weak interpersonal,
communication, and judgment skills. The
professionals most protected are those who have
invested in both dimensions: deep domain
expertise (in law, medicine, engineering, finance,
design, or any other field where judgement creates
value) combined with Al fluency (the ability to
leverage Al tools to amplify that expertise),
wrapped in the communication and relationship
skills that remain entirely human. This
combination — domain depth, Al fluency, human
premium — is the career resilience formula for the
decade ahead.

but investing with foresight is

critical.”
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Coming in the next edition:

-

* Africa Rising: The Business Case for the World's Next Growth Continent
* India Overtakes Germany: The 35 Trillion Economy Story?

e The AI Monetisation Reality Check

* The India-GCC Trade Deal: Opening the Gulf Market

e The Viksit Bharat Blueprint: India's Road to 2047

The Human Cost of the AI Revolution: Closing the Skills Gap

About Prime Pulse

Prime Pulse is a leading business magazine dedicated to delivering timely, actionable, and data-driven
insights for professionals, entrepreneurs, and investors.

Our mission is to decode complex business trends and present them in an accessible, engaging format.
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