
 

Modi touts social media, tech development in
Facebook visit
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Prime Minister of India Narendra Modi, left, speaks next to Facebook CEO
Mark Zuckerberg at Facebook in Menlo Park, Calif., Sunday, Sept. 27, 2015. A
rare visit by Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi this weekend has captivated
his extensive fan club in the area and commanded the attention of major U.S.
technology companies eager to extend their reach into a promising overseas
market. (AP Photo/Jeff Chiu)

Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi touted the power of social media
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and his own goals for developing India's tech economy on Sunday,
speaking to a global audience from a "town hall" meeting at the
headquarters of the world's largest social network.

Modi also vowed to improve education for girls and "bring more women
into decision-making" in his country, while responding to a handful of
questions during a carefully orchestrated session led by Facebook CEO
Mark Zuckerberg.

"The strength of social media today is that it can tell governments where
they are wrong and can stop them from moving in the wrong direction,"
Modi said, in remarks translated from Hindi by an interpreter.

"We used to have elections every five years and now we can have them
every five minutes," added Modi, who is known for using both Facebook
and Twitter to communicate with millions of followers.

Sunday's hour-long session came during a whirlwind tour of Silicon
Valley that included two days of meetings with the CEOs of Apple,
Google and other leading tech companies, along with local political
leaders and an estimated 18,000 people who attended an "Indian
community reception" at a San Jose sports arena.

Modi received a warm welcome from about 1,200 people at the morning
session, which was also streamed live on Facebook.

"We are software engineers. This is music to our ears," said 23-year-old
Ashna Jain, reacting to Modi's comments. Like many young Indian tech
workers in the audience, Jain said she liked Modi's goals for increasing
Internet connectivity and building a tech economy because she hopes to
return home to work in India one day.

Modi in fact struck several notes that many tech entrepreneurs would
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applaud. He said he's working to reduce government regulation of
business and crisscross the country with fiber optic networks.

But he also scored a human note, becoming emotional while describing
his impoverished childhood and his mother's efforts to support his
family by doing menial work. "In India, there are hundreds of thousands
of mothers like that," he added.

  
 

  

Prime Minister of India Narendra Modi, left, gestures toward audience members
after speaking at Facebook in Menlo Park, Calif., Sunday, Sept. 27, 2015. A rare
visit by Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi this weekend has captivated his
extensive fan club in the area and commanded the attention of major U.S.
technology companies eager to extend their reach into a promising overseas
market. (AP Photo/Jeff Chiu)
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Modi's visit to California is the first by an Indian head of state since
Indira Gandhi came to Los Angeles in 1982, and it's been a rallying
event for many of the tens of thousands of Indian immigrants who work
in Silicon Valley.

"We're pretty hopeful about how the country has progressed under him,"
said Ankur Sadhoo, a young Facebook engineer who brought his wife to
the event.

Modi's fans say they admire his ambitions for "Digital India," a broad
program of technological and economic development, and his promise to
end government corruption and inefficiency.

But he has critics: Some activists organized protests on Sunday to press
the prime minister over creation of a Sikh homeland, along with alleged
mistreatment of Muslims and Christians by groups linked to his Hindu
nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party.

Despite the protests, a raucous and jubilant crowd chanted greeted Modi
at the SAP Center in San Jose. The Silicon Valley is home to scores of
Indians working in technology.

"People are now saying that the 21st century is India's," Modi told the
crowd in the arena. "The world is now believing this."

Modi's schedule also included meetings with Apple Inc. CEO Tim Cook,
Tesla Motors Inc. chief Elon Musk and two Indian-Americans who have
recently become CEOs of major tech companies: Satya Nadella of
Microsoft Corp. and Sundar Pichai of Google.
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Prime Minister of India Narendra Modi, center, and Facebook CEO Mark
Zuckerberg, center rear, greet audience members after speaking at Facebook in
Menlo Park, Calif., Sunday, Sept. 27, 2015. A rare visit by Indian Prime
Minister Narendra Modi this weekend has captivated his extensive fan club in
the area and commanded the attention of major U.S. technology companies
eager to extend their reach into a promising overseas market. (AP Photo/Jeff
Chiu)

They had plenty to discuss: Silicon Valley companies see India as a huge
potential market for their own expansion, while Modi wants their help in
developing his country's tech industry. U.S. tech interests, however,
would like to see Modi trim what they view as bureaucratic and financial
restrictions on investment there.

About 300 million Indians use the Internet but another billion don't have
access. After meeting with Modi on Sunday, Google's Pichai announced
his company will provide Wi-Fi service to 400 train stations across India,
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which he said would serve 10 million rail passengers daily.

Facebook has already launched an effort to connect with lower-income
Indians through Zuckerberg's Internet.org project, which promotes
Internet use in developing countries by offering free access to a package
of web apps on mobile phones.

That effort has drawn controversy, however. Critics in India said the
project favors Facebook and a limited number of partners, while making
it more difficult for homegrown entrepreneurs to draw traffic to their
own websites.

  
 

  

Prime Minister of India Narendra Modi speaks at Facebook in Menlo Park,
Calif., Sunday, Sept. 27, 2015. A rare visit by Modi this weekend has captivated
his extensive fan club in the area and commanded the attention of major U.S.
technology companies eager to extend their reach into a promising overseas
market. (AP Photo/Jeff Chiu)

6/7



 

Responding to that criticism, Zuckerberg promised to open the program
to more online services. Facebook announced last week that it has
launched a new platform for outside developers to contribute apps to the
program.

Modi's visit comes less than a week after Chinese President Xi Jinping
met with many of the same U.S. tech executives in Seattle. Silicon
Valley firms are eager to do more business in both countries, although
China's government has thrown up more barriers to U.S. firms.

Modi is scheduled to fly east Monday to meet with President Obama
before returning home to India.

© 2015 The Associated Press. All rights reserved.
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