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HUMOR is what’s left when much is
lost. The investor community has
been working overtime to churn
out jokes on the US derivatives

mess. Here’s one that’s doing the rounds
lately: investment banks have nothing right on
the left side of their balance sheet, and nothing
left on the right side.

Off color jokes aside, the industry faces the
Herculean task of winning back investors’
confidence, which is at its lowest now. “NRIs
are international investors and by that virtue
would of course be affected by any kind of
global crisis. Yes, some of them have become
more risk-averse at this point in time, but then
again, so would any other international in-
vestor, given the current climate,” said Aseem
Arora, managing director and global head,
non-resident Indian (NRI) markets, Merrill
Lynch. “However, it has to be noted that
while they have become more risk-averse,
they are not pulling out funds. They are sim-
ply putting in less.”

In line with the market outlook, Arora
pointed out that NRI investors currently favor
fixed income and structured (capital-pro-
tected) products. “We have launched estate
planning, generational wealth management,
and real estate products and we will continue
to do so, depending on how we can bring
more value to our client-base,” he said.

NRIs are also putting the brakes on invest-
ments in India. “While there isn’t much of in-
flow of funds into India at this point in time,
the long-term prospects for India remain
bright,” said Arora. “Long-term growth and
value in India is still there, with GDP growth
still expected to hover around the seven per-
cent to eight percent range. And with assets
looking fairly cheap right now, investors are
expected to come back to India with a
vengeance.”

Arora added that India will remain a piv-
otal and cornerstone market for Merrill
Lynch. “We are one of the very few financial
institutions (in the wealth management
arena) to have an onshore presence in India
and that has served and will continue to serve
us well,” he said.

Masroor Batin, US market director, Mer-
rill Lynch, pointed out that the desire to invest
in India is a common attribute across NRIs,
and is based either on an inherent under-
standing of the marketplace, or plans to even-
tually return or retire in India, an emotional
connection with one’s homeland, or simply
the need to give back. “The strength of India’s
growth over the last few years is reinforced by
NRIs’ long-term view on India. However, the
opportunities for US NRIs in the past have
been rather limited, given regulatory reforms
and restraints,” he said. “The strategy is to
create a ‘Gateway to India’ for investors in the
US through offering India-centric products
powered by our robust Indian arm, DSP Mer-
rill Lynch.”

Arora said Merrill Lynch’s NRI business,
which was started two years ago, has grown at
approximately 50 percent year on year. “Our
growth targets remain aggressive,” he said.

Strategies to grow the NRI
customer base

“IN today’s unpredictable financial climate,
the need for diversification is more vital than
ever. In such an environment, clients’ ap-
proaches are varied, both in terms of their re-
ception to capital market conditions, as well
as their risk tolerance. Through all of this,
Merrill Lynch’s approach remains client-fo-
cused. We strive to provide more specific and

customized solutions to meet our client’s
needs based on their priorities and value sys-
tems,” said Batin. “Needless to say, Indian
Americans have a unique set of principles in-
cluding family values, education, plans to in-
vest back in India, etc. Our NRI business in
the US is currently headquartered out of New
York with branch locations in Los Angeles,
San Francisco and Houston to cater to all sig-
nificant concentrations of Indians living in the

US. Our ability to tailor the elements of our
platform and bring them together to meet our
client’s needs — something we call the ‘Total
Merrill’ approach — is what sets us apart
from the rest of our competitors.”

Globally, there are several established
Indian organizations with whom Merrill
Lynch partners to brand its NRI business.
“We continue to identify those select associ-
ations who echo our objectives and work
with these specific groups in achieving opti-
mum community contact. (Our collabora-
tion) would have the NRI client in mind in
terms of focus and interests and would
range from event sponsorships to business
seminars, as well as diversity/cultural
events,” Batin added.

Emerging investors
THERE is a distinction between Merrill
Lynch’s older generation of clients and the
ones who are emerging wealthy. “The former
are from age 50 onwards and are conservative
by nature, which means they would more likely
look at fixed income or capital-protected
products. The latter group consists of aggres-
sive risk-takers and they are very driven to
making more money from their investments.

AT A GLANCE
MERRILL LYNCH (NYSE:MER)

FOUNDED: 1914 (Charles E. Merrill & Co)
EMPLOYEES: 60,000

TOTAL CLIENT ASSETS: Approx. $1.6 trillion
TOTAL STOCKHOLDERS’ EQUITY: $34.8 bn

FORTUNE 500: Ranked No.30
GLOBAL MARKETS: 40 countries

SOURCE: MERRILL LYNCH

KEY MILESTONES
1982: Enters the Asia Pacific region; establishes

regional headquarters in Hong Kong

1985: Celebrates its 100th anniversary

1993: The first US securities firm to open 
an office in China

1997: First financial services company to surpass
$1 trillion in client assets under management

2002: Reaches a $100 million settlement with the
New York State Attorney General over alleged
conflicts of interest by its research managers

2006: In India, Merrill Lynch increases its
ownership stake to 90 percent in DSP Merrill

Lynch, its investment banking and wealth
management joint venture with DSP Financial

Consultants

2008: Bank of America announces it will acquire
Merrill Lynch in a $50 bn all-stock transaction to

be completed in the first quarter of 2009
SOURCE: MERRILL LYNCH

SWOT: MERRILL LYNCH
STRENGTH: Global debt underwriting, global
equities and global merger and acquisition ad-
vice.

WEAKNESS: In July of this year, Merrill Lynch’s
debt write-offs amounted to a whopping $4.89
billion for the quarter. Analysts expect further
write-offs in the ensuing quarters.

OPPORTUNITIES: Growth opportunities in
wealth management in India.

THREAT: Challenge in obtaining synergy be-
tween the investment banking culture of Merrill
Lynch and the deposit banking culture of Bank of
America.

Despite the
permanent mutation
caused to investment

banking, Merrill
Lynch is positive

about its NRI market

AS SURE AS EVER

Aseem Arora, Managing Director and
Global Head, NRI Markets, Merrill Lynch 
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