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A Makeover for 
HDFC Bank

he ever-smiling face of 56-year-old HDFC Bank Managing 
Director and CEO Sashidhar Jagdishan belies the grim determi-
nation of the man. Having stepped into the big shoes of his pre-

decessor, the iconic Aditya Puri, Jagdishan was aware of the burden of 
expectations he had to shoulder. But as if that wasn’t enough, the new 
CEO of the bank, India’s largest in the private sector with `17.46 lakh 
crore in total assets, walked right into the middle of a series of prob-
lems—serious tech glitches, disruption in banking services, and a hard 
rap on the knuckles from the Reserve Bank of India. There were two 
things the former HDFC Bank CFO could do: either rue his luck and get 
bogged down by the weight of the problems, or convert the crisis into 
an opportunity to make deep changes and improvements at the bank. 
Jagdishan chose to do the latter, and what is now unfolding is a case 
study in corporate strategy and transformation. The fact that he was 
CFO helped. As former State Bank of India chairman Arundhati Bhat-
tacharya, herself a former CFO, had once said, “a CFO knows the blood 
report of the bank”. Having been groomed for the top job by Puri—and 
been Change Agent at the bank before his predecessor hung up his 
boots—Jagdishan not only knew the blood report, but also the pain 
points he had to address. Facing the crisis head-on, Jagdishan chose 
first to acknowledge the problems and then carve out a detailed strat-
egy for change.

As Anand Adhikari writes in our fascinating cover story in this issue, 
HDFC Bank is now in the process of undergoing a deep-rooted make-
over which seeks to eventually convert this banking behemoth into a 
digital-driven, nimble-footed fintech giant. The changes Jagdishan and 
his top team are driving cover the length and breadth of the bank—from 
retail lending to corporate and wholesale banking—where the power of 
digital is being sought to be leveraged to ensure customer satisfaction 
while keeping costs low. The bank has set its bar high and is benchmark-
ing itself against the likes of digital giants Amazon and Google. Sample 
some bits of the strategy: it is building two ‘factories’—the enterprise 
factory and the digital factory—which will enable the bank to build new 
architecture and new designs on the cloud to compete on equal footing 
with the fintech players which threaten to disrupt the banking space. 
Alongside, it is also partnering with fintechs like Paytm to grow in new 
areas and jointly tap the small merchants’ segment for payment solu-
tions and lending. Having witnessed the magnitude of the problems, 
the markets are, however, waiting for tangible results. As Jagdishan 
plans to roll out the ‘neo bank’ in the next three years, competitors, in-
vestors and customers will be keenly examining every detail of this big-
bang makeover.  
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UTTAR PRADESH 23%

BIHAR 10%

KARNATAKA 10%

TAMIL NADU 9%

DELHI 9%

MAHARASHTRA 7%

ASSAM 6%

WEST BENGAL 6%

RAJASTHAN 6%

OTHERS 14%

ALL CHARGED UP

REGISTERED EVs BY 
REGION IN FY21

UTTAR PRADESH 
LEADS THE PACK

NUMBER OF NEW 
CHARGING STATIONS

GROWING 
CHARGING INFRA

EV MARKET SHARE

THE PAST FEW MONTHS HAVE SEEN A PLETHORA OF ELECTRIC VEHICLE (EV) 
LAUNCHES IN INDIA, ESPECIALLY IN THE TWO-WHEELER SPACE. HERE IS WHY 

THE FUTURE SEEMS BRIGHT FOR THE COUNTRY’S EV SECTOR.

REGISTERED EV 
SALES TREND IN 

INDIA 

SHARE OF EVs IN NEW CAR SALES

INVESTMENTS INTO INDIA’S EV SPACE (January-July 2021, ` crore)

Source: Vahan 
dashboard

Source: Vahan dashboard,  JMK Research Source: Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas

Source: CEEW Centre 
for Energy Finance

*Projected

EV SALES HIT 
A NEW HIGH

ROBUST 
FUND 
FLOWS

India’s registered EV 
sales in August saw 
a month-on-month 
jump of 10.6 per cent, 
clocking 28,906 units—
the highest number of 
registrations in a month 
so far in 2021. 

In the first seven months 
of 2021, makers of 
electric two-wheelers, 
four-wheelers, 
commercial vehicles, 
EV components, and 
last-mile delivery firms 
made a total investment 
of `25,045.31 crore.
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Autumn Brings Joy 
to Indian Indices

  Returns in the Indian stock 
market shot up in August 2021 
after subdued yields in the 
preceding two months.

 Net profit of the S&P BSE 
Sensex firms rose by 102.5 
per cent year-on-year in the 
June 2021 quarter. 

 The aggregate net profit of 
Nifty 50 companies grew by 
an even steeper 127.2 per cent 
in the June 2021 quarter.

FPIs 
BACK 
IN THE 
GROOVE

 Foreign portfolio investors 
(FPIs) made a comeback into 
India’s capital markets in 
August 2021.

 They invested $2.23 
billion during the month, 
after pulling out nearly $1 
billion in July.

 FPIs bought Indian debt 
instruments worth $1.6 
billion during the month.

 This is their highest 
monthly investment in debt 
since August 2019.

INVESTMENTS IN INDIA'S 
CAPITAL MARKETS ($ million)
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Meet the Indian architect who is changing the blueprint of the game in the UK

BUILDING MILESTONES

Over 125 projects. In just 7 years since the inception 
of his architecture firm. With the likelihood of 
being the first man from the homeland to achieve 

such an impeccable record in the UK, the story of this 
exceptional Indian who built himself on British soil, is an 
interesting one. And this impeccable record, won’t be the 
only curious thing about Ninad Patil you’ll learn today. 

After his graduation in architecture from Rachna Sansad 
in Mumbai, Ninad attended Newcastle University in the 
United Kingdom to complete his Masters in Urban Design. 
In 2014, his brainchild Bryonn Architecture Limited was 
born, quickly gaining recognition for specialization across 
a broad range of sectors, within a span of just 7 years. 
Bryonn Architecture’s spectrum includes master planning, 
bespoke architecture, mixed-use developments, Grade ll 
heritage buildings, developments in conservation areas, 
retail and hospitality. While most other architectural firms 
on the same scale offer consultation to only a  few sectors 
in the UK, Bryonn Architecture has managed to stand out 
amongst the competition, trending across everything 
from residential to commercial, urban development to 
highly sensitive heritage and conservation area projects. 
The projects are mainly delivered in BIM with highly 
sophisticated management and collaboration with 
various professionals globally. 

As the Director and Principal of Bryonn Architecture, 
Ninad also planted the idea of combining research and 
design in the field of architecture and urban design. Today, 
the CRD (Collaboration-Research-Design) is a self-funded 
initiative in the company that conducts research in urban 
design and community projects. The aim was to bridge 
the gap between industry practices and research within 
his firm and to ensure that his designs and proposals 

identify and relate to aspirations of the community and 
context. Every project from Bryonn Architecture reflects 
detailed research and strong design philosophy that is 
unique to each urban setting. Ninad says, “Getting closer 
to communities that you work in, helps understand their 
aspirations. It inspires you to deliver projects that have 
a larger meaning to the people and the context they 
live in.”  He confesses that context and history are the 
biggest influence in his design process. “I like the way it 
connects me to the community, culture, businesses and 
the evolution of a place. An urban setting is constantly 
evolving through layers of community aspirations, hope, 
economic changes and environmental constraints. With 
this in mind, not only can we create places for soulful 
living, but also breathe new life into deteriorating urban 
pockets and built forms too. It is essential that a design 
process is underpinned with the right dialogues that, in 
turn, translate into meaningful architecture.”

Apart from creating a signature in contemporary 
architecture, Ninad has had a part to play in the 
mesmerizing transformation of important heritage 
buildings in the North of UK.  While most of his projects 
are carried out in the UK, he also offers his consultancy 
services in India. When asked what the next 20 years 
might bring, he can only think of further enhancing the 
process of designing and delivering projects in the UK and 
other countries. “I have never imagined any benchmark 
or market position for my firm. For me, architecture is a 
continuum that evolves with us to meet our current and 
future needs. I have plans to extend the capabilities of 
the firm in urban design while making sure we deliver 
inspiring and responsible projects across all sectors. I am 
grateful for all the support I have received in India and 
the UK.”

FOCUS
EMERGING ICONS
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LISTING GETS 
US MORE 
GLOBAL  
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RENEW POWER HAS become India’s largest pub-
licly traded renewable energy company, in terms of genera-
tion capacity, by combining its business with the US-based 
RMG Acquisition Corporation II and getting listed on the 
Nasdaq. Among the top 10 renewable independent power 
producers (IPP) globally by capacity, ReNew Power has 
more than 100 operational, utility-scale wind and solar 
energy projects in nine Indian states. It also owns and 
operates distributed solar energy projects for more than 
150 commercial and industrial customers in India. In an 
exclusive interview, Sumant Sinha,  Founder, Chairman, 
and Managing Director of ReNew Power, explains how the 
listing gives an opportunity to showcase India’s capabili-
ties globally and attract leading investors to the country’s 
green energy space, among other things. Edited excerpts:   

ReNew Power is the first major Indian renewable 
IPP to get listed on the Nasdaq. How will it help 
your expansion plans? Are you going global and 
what is the significance of this listing?
To make it clear, our business is in India and that will continue 
to be the case. We have not gone there to just go global, but to 
do a listing outside India to bring in many more global stake-
holders. So far, we had some global investors. As part of this 
transaction, new investors have [come on] board as part of 
our shareholder base. We will continue to be an Indian com-
pany focussed on India, but our listing is outside India.

[The] interesting thing is, with the US listing, we have a 
large pool of top global investors. In that sense, we are the 
first window for global and public market investors to in-
vest in Indian renewables.  So far, most investors in India’s 
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to be the case. We have not gone there to just go global, but to 
do a listing outside India to bring in many more global stake-
holders. So far, we had some global investors. As part of this 
transaction, new investors have [come on] board as part of 
our shareholder base. We will continue to be an Indian com-
pany focussed on India, but our listing is outside India.

[The] interesting thing is, with the US listing, we have a 
large pool of top global investors. In that sense, we are the 
first window for global and public market investors to in-
vest in Indian renewables.  So far, most investors in India’s 
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green energy space have been private 
market investors or private equity. 
This is the first opportunity for large 
global investors to invest in Indian 
renewables and we will be compared 
and benchmarked to leading global 
renewable energy firms.

In terms of capacity, we are among 
the top 10 listed renewable energy 
companies in the world. Among inde-
pendently listed ones, we are among 
the top five or six. Our task is to educate 
global investors about the India op-
portunity. We can share their feedback 
with the Indian government. That will 
help us to mediate and have a two-way 
dialogue with the government and 
global investors.

How are you planning to use the 
proceeds from this transaction?
ReNew Power has received $610 mil-
lion in net proceeds, consisting of funds 
from RMG II’s former trust account 
and from a private placement in public 
equity (PIPE). The PIPE was anchored by institutional inves-
tors including funds and accounts managed by BlackRock, 
BNP Paribas Energy Transition Fund, Chamath Palihapitiya, 
Sylebra Capital, TT International Asset Management, TT 
Environmental Solutions Fund, and Zimmer Partners.

The primary gross proceeds from the listing and the 
considerable cash we have will be utilised to implement 
ongoing projects, and for expansion. The existing capac-
ity is also going to give good cash flows in the future. 
These will help us to have 18.5 GW of capacity by 2025. 
Today we are close to 6 GW of commissioned capacity 
and [have] 4.5 GW under construction. Most of that will 
be ready in the next 18 months, say, by March 31, 2023. 
Beyond that, we can execute another 8 GW over the next 
two-three years. The cash and proceeds will help us fund 
the plans till 2025. By the end of the year, we are looking 
to get Ebitda of $800 million from the added capacity. As 
we add capacity, Ebitda will go up. We may require about 
$500,000 per MW for execution between wind and solar. 
Assuming a cost of `4-4.5 crore per MW, we will raise 70-
75 per cent of that as debt—say about `3 crore. 

What kind of organisational change and profes-
sionalism is likely to happen with more investors 
coming in?
We are transforming into a Board-run company with pro-
fessional independent directors from all over the world. 
Some of the earlier Board members will stay and some are 
new. We have decided that in the future, our Board will 

have a majority of independent 
directors. It will be a fully profes-
sionally run company. ReNew 
Power will not be Sumant Sinha’s 
or Goldman Sachs’s company. 

The secondary part is relative-
ly small. Goldman Sachs’s stake 
fell from 49 per cent to 33 per cent; 
Abu Dhabi Investment Authority 
(ADIA) and Canada Pension Plan 
Investment Board (CPP), which 
held 17 per cent each, [pared their 
stakes] down to 12-12.5 per cent 
each. The PIPE institutional 
investors own about 20 per cent of 
the company.  

ReNew Power’s Board of 
directors comprise 10 members, 
six of whom are independent di-
rectors.  The Board of Directors 
is led by me as Chairman and 
includes Robert Mancini, CEO 
of RMG II. The new Board also 
has representatives from Gold-
man Sachs, CPP, and ADIA. My 

shareholding has come down from 6.5 per cent to about 5 
per cent after the listing. 

While all agree that India has huge potential for 
renewable energy, there are concerns related 
to competitive bidding, causing projects to be 
auctioned at much lower costs compared to coal 
power. How viable is it to bid at such low prices?
Though bidding prices have come down, companies take 
into account the margins they can make out of the proj-
ects. We are the largest power market after the US and 
China, and the fastest growing at 5-6 per cent a year, except 
last year [because of Covid-19].  Though renewables 
account for 25 per cent of the installed capacity, they make 
up only 10 per cent of generation. Total current genera-
tion and consumption is about 1.4 trillion kilowatt-hours 
(kWh). This is growing at 5 per cent a year and, over the 
next 10-12 years, we need additional capacity of 1 trillion 
kWh. That capacity has to come from somewhere.

The government’s target is 450 GW [of renewable ener-
gy] by 2030. By that time, renewables will account for one-
third of the demand; coal will account for 50-55 per cent. 
So, demand for renewables will continue as coal plants will 
continue shutting down and power demand will increase. 
Those plants will be replaced by clean energy. By 2030, we 
will reach peak coal [power capacity] and after that it will 
start declining. By 2040, 55-60 per cent [of the demand] 
may be accounted for by clean energy and the balance may 
be hydro, nuclear, and a small amount of coal.

The BT Interview

Which are the specific energy sec-
tors you are looking at as future 
opportunities? What are your plans 
related to solar plants and module 
manufacturing?
So far, our business has been in generation 
and how to operate wind and solar farms. 
Green hydrogen as an energy [source] will 
develop into an important requirement 
[and] that is a capability we have to develop. 
The core of our capability is to put up wind 
and solar farms, but there are lots of exten-
sions we can develop around that. Two fun-
damental changes are happening around 
energy transition: Electricity production is 
becoming greener, and there is a deepening 
of electrification within the energy basket. 
A number of firms are looking at renew-
ables. With technology evolving, this is an 
area oil and gas companies will be looking 
at. We need more companies to come in to 
deal with climate change and [reduce the] 
carbon footprint. It is a mammoth transi-
tion and requires investment of hundreds 
of billions of dollars. With more big compa-
nies coming in, it will lead to faster develop-
ment of the ecosystem, bring prices down 
faster, and develop faster technology. It will 
hasten the whole process of decarbonising 
energy systems.

We have plans to set up solar cells and 
modules. We will continue to be a big 
consumer of solar panels and modules. 
Currently we are setting up a 2-GW cell 
and a 2-GW module plant, with an invest-
ment of `1,500 crore. We have identified 
land at Dholera in Gujarat and the project 
will take off by the end of next year. 

We also acquired a company that advis-
es on load and demand forecasting, better 
balance, and managing demand and sup-
ply. It will eventually start advising IPPs 
like us on how to improve performance. 
New technologies will also emerge in 
stationary storage like lithium-ion batter-
ies. We don’t want to take a technology bet 
right now because we don’t know which is 
going to emerge and succeed. Our job is to 
produce power and put that to grid and for 
that, we will be the first company to use 
utility-scale large battery storage systems 
in India. I don’t think we will become a 
battery manufacturer but we will be using 
the best battery technologies. 

Renewables have now become the cheap-
est form of electricity and no one wants to 
invest more in coal-based assets. Therefore, 
the bulk of additional capacity has to come 
from renewables. Even if we achieve 450 
GW, it will not account for the entire 1 tril-
lion kWh of additional capacity required. 
Today we do about 15 GW of renewable 
[energy] new auctions and that will grow 
to 25-30 GW, and eventually to 40 GW by 
2030. That is done through the Solar Energy 
Corporation of India (SECI) and sold to the 
utilities. This is option number one for us 
to sell power. These are 25-year power pur-
chase agreements (PPAs) and cash flows are 
reasonably well assured. That is because the 
PPAs are with SECI and not with discoms, 
which have financial stress. So structurally, 
that area looks good. The scale, magnitude, 
and opportunities are huge to install 450 
GW and that will require half a trillion dol-
lars. Beyond this, there will be opportunities 
to sell to corporate customers. 

Further, the government wants the 
power market to be flexible, open; it wants 
to de-license utilities and set up a power 
market through exchanges. As we get into 
the opportunity to go into distribution 
through de-licensing, then you can directly 
go closer to the end-customer. So, lots of 
changes will happen in the Indian power 
market going forward, which will be excit-
ing and advantageous to companies like us. 

Grid intermittency management is 
going to be a bigger issue. You cannot just 
pump in solar to the grid, which peaks in 
the day and wanes in the night. The round-
the-clock 400 MW power bid we won last 
year requires us to deliver 80 per cent plant 
load factor (PLF) using only clean energy. 
For that we will be setting up 900 MW 
of wind, 400 MW of solar and 550 MW of 
batteries. That allows us to deliver the re-
quired 80 per cent PLF at the cheapest cost. 

So, solar will grow since it is the cheap-
est, but you will still require wind to 
balance the growth. We need better man-
agement solutions like improved battery 
storage for wind, solar, and hybrid power. 
Technology is improving and costs are 
coming down for batteries. That will help 
to manage grid intermittency and receive 
more renewable energy into the grid. That 
is also going to be a fairly big opportunity.
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accounted 
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green energy space have been private 
market investors or private equity. 
This is the first opportunity for large 
global investors to invest in Indian 
renewables and we will be compared 
and benchmarked to leading global 
renewable energy firms.

In terms of capacity, we are among 
the top 10 listed renewable energy 
companies in the world. Among inde-
pendently listed ones, we are among 
the top five or six. Our task is to educate 
global investors about the India op-
portunity. We can share their feedback 
with the Indian government. That will 
help us to mediate and have a two-way 
dialogue with the government and 
global investors.

How are you planning to use the 
proceeds from this transaction?
ReNew Power has received $610 mil-
lion in net proceeds, consisting of funds 
from RMG II’s former trust account 
and from a private placement in public 
equity (PIPE). The PIPE was anchored by institutional inves-
tors including funds and accounts managed by BlackRock, 
BNP Paribas Energy Transition Fund, Chamath Palihapitiya, 
Sylebra Capital, TT International Asset Management, TT 
Environmental Solutions Fund, and Zimmer Partners.

The primary gross proceeds from the listing and the 
considerable cash we have will be utilised to implement 
ongoing projects, and for expansion. The existing capac-
ity is also going to give good cash flows in the future. 
These will help us to have 18.5 GW of capacity by 2025. 
Today we are close to 6 GW of commissioned capacity 
and [have] 4.5 GW under construction. Most of that will 
be ready in the next 18 months, say, by March 31, 2023. 
Beyond that, we can execute another 8 GW over the next 
two-three years. The cash and proceeds will help us fund 
the plans till 2025. By the end of the year, we are looking 
to get Ebitda of $800 million from the added capacity. As 
we add capacity, Ebitda will go up. We may require about 
$500,000 per MW for execution between wind and solar. 
Assuming a cost of `4-4.5 crore per MW, we will raise 70-
75 per cent of that as debt—say about `3 crore. 

What kind of organisational change and profes-
sionalism is likely to happen with more investors 
coming in?
We are transforming into a Board-run company with pro-
fessional independent directors from all over the world. 
Some of the earlier Board members will stay and some are 
new. We have decided that in the future, our Board will 

have a majority of independent 
directors. It will be a fully profes-
sionally run company. ReNew 
Power will not be Sumant Sinha’s 
or Goldman Sachs’s company. 

The secondary part is relative-
ly small. Goldman Sachs’s stake 
fell from 49 per cent to 33 per cent; 
Abu Dhabi Investment Authority 
(ADIA) and Canada Pension Plan 
Investment Board (CPP), which 
held 17 per cent each, [pared their 
stakes] down to 12-12.5 per cent 
each. The PIPE institutional 
investors own about 20 per cent of 
the company.  

ReNew Power’s Board of 
directors comprise 10 members, 
six of whom are independent di-
rectors.  The Board of Directors 
is led by me as Chairman and 
includes Robert Mancini, CEO 
of RMG II. The new Board also 
has representatives from Gold-
man Sachs, CPP, and ADIA. My 

shareholding has come down from 6.5 per cent to about 5 
per cent after the listing. 

While all agree that India has huge potential for 
renewable energy, there are concerns related 
to competitive bidding, causing projects to be 
auctioned at much lower costs compared to coal 
power. How viable is it to bid at such low prices?
Though bidding prices have come down, companies take 
into account the margins they can make out of the proj-
ects. We are the largest power market after the US and 
China, and the fastest growing at 5-6 per cent a year, except 
last year [because of Covid-19].  Though renewables 
account for 25 per cent of the installed capacity, they make 
up only 10 per cent of generation. Total current genera-
tion and consumption is about 1.4 trillion kilowatt-hours 
(kWh). This is growing at 5 per cent a year and, over the 
next 10-12 years, we need additional capacity of 1 trillion 
kWh. That capacity has to come from somewhere.

The government’s target is 450 GW [of renewable ener-
gy] by 2030. By that time, renewables will account for one-
third of the demand; coal will account for 50-55 per cent. 
So, demand for renewables will continue as coal plants will 
continue shutting down and power demand will increase. 
Those plants will be replaced by clean energy. By 2030, we 
will reach peak coal [power capacity] and after that it will 
start declining. By 2040, 55-60 per cent [of the demand] 
may be accounted for by clean energy and the balance may 
be hydro, nuclear, and a small amount of coal.
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Which are the specific energy sec-
tors you are looking at as future 
opportunities? What are your plans 
related to solar plants and module 
manufacturing?
So far, our business has been in generation 
and how to operate wind and solar farms. 
Green hydrogen as an energy [source] will 
develop into an important requirement 
[and] that is a capability we have to develop. 
The core of our capability is to put up wind 
and solar farms, but there are lots of exten-
sions we can develop around that. Two fun-
damental changes are happening around 
energy transition: Electricity production is 
becoming greener, and there is a deepening 
of electrification within the energy basket. 
A number of firms are looking at renew-
ables. With technology evolving, this is an 
area oil and gas companies will be looking 
at. We need more companies to come in to 
deal with climate change and [reduce the] 
carbon footprint. It is a mammoth transi-
tion and requires investment of hundreds 
of billions of dollars. With more big compa-
nies coming in, it will lead to faster develop-
ment of the ecosystem, bring prices down 
faster, and develop faster technology. It will 
hasten the whole process of decarbonising 
energy systems.

We have plans to set up solar cells and 
modules. We will continue to be a big 
consumer of solar panels and modules. 
Currently we are setting up a 2-GW cell 
and a 2-GW module plant, with an invest-
ment of `1,500 crore. We have identified 
land at Dholera in Gujarat and the project 
will take off by the end of next year. 

We also acquired a company that advis-
es on load and demand forecasting, better 
balance, and managing demand and sup-
ply. It will eventually start advising IPPs 
like us on how to improve performance. 
New technologies will also emerge in 
stationary storage like lithium-ion batter-
ies. We don’t want to take a technology bet 
right now because we don’t know which is 
going to emerge and succeed. Our job is to 
produce power and put that to grid and for 
that, we will be the first company to use 
utility-scale large battery storage systems 
in India. I don’t think we will become a 
battery manufacturer but we will be using 
the best battery technologies. 

Renewables have now become the cheap-
est form of electricity and no one wants to 
invest more in coal-based assets. Therefore, 
the bulk of additional capacity has to come 
from renewables. Even if we achieve 450 
GW, it will not account for the entire 1 tril-
lion kWh of additional capacity required. 
Today we do about 15 GW of renewable 
[energy] new auctions and that will grow 
to 25-30 GW, and eventually to 40 GW by 
2030. That is done through the Solar Energy 
Corporation of India (SECI) and sold to the 
utilities. This is option number one for us 
to sell power. These are 25-year power pur-
chase agreements (PPAs) and cash flows are 
reasonably well assured. That is because the 
PPAs are with SECI and not with discoms, 
which have financial stress. So structurally, 
that area looks good. The scale, magnitude, 
and opportunities are huge to install 450 
GW and that will require half a trillion dol-
lars. Beyond this, there will be opportunities 
to sell to corporate customers. 

Further, the government wants the 
power market to be flexible, open; it wants 
to de-license utilities and set up a power 
market through exchanges. As we get into 
the opportunity to go into distribution 
through de-licensing, then you can directly 
go closer to the end-customer. So, lots of 
changes will happen in the Indian power 
market going forward, which will be excit-
ing and advantageous to companies like us. 

Grid intermittency management is 
going to be a bigger issue. You cannot just 
pump in solar to the grid, which peaks in 
the day and wanes in the night. The round-
the-clock 400 MW power bid we won last 
year requires us to deliver 80 per cent plant 
load factor (PLF) using only clean energy. 
For that we will be setting up 900 MW 
of wind, 400 MW of solar and 550 MW of 
batteries. That allows us to deliver the re-
quired 80 per cent PLF at the cheapest cost. 

So, solar will grow since it is the cheap-
est, but you will still require wind to 
balance the growth. We need better man-
agement solutions like improved battery 
storage for wind, solar, and hybrid power. 
Technology is improving and costs are 
coming down for batteries. That will help 
to manage grid intermittency and receive 
more renewable energy into the grid. That 
is also going to be a fairly big opportunity.
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ing accepted in insolvency cases. It was 
time, the Parliamentary committee 
said, for the government to formulate a 
set of guidelines for the CoCs.

PAPER TIGER?
The Ministry of Corporate Affairs 
(MCA) and the Insolvency and Bank-
ruptcy Board of India (IBBI) have set 
the ball rolling in that regard, mindful 
that CoCs are currently the only 

ON JUNE 8 THIS YEAR, the Mumbai 
bench of the National Company 
Law Tribunal (NCLT) approved 
the resolution plan for Videocon 
Industries Limited. The consumer 
durables company and its 12 subsid-
iaries had defaulted on repayments 
of `64,838.63 crore. Of that amount, 
Videocon’s lenders had agreed to a 
resolution amount of `2,962.02 crore. 
That was a massive 95.85 per cent 
haircut—the dues banks are ready to 
forgo in case of settlement—on the 
admitted claims.

However, the NCLT bench—
comprising Member (Judicial) H.P. 
Chaturvedi and Member (Technical) 
Ravikumar Duraisamy—made a very 
interesting comment while passing 
judgment. They questioned, in writing 
in their 47-page judgment, whether 
the Committee of Creditors (CoC) 
was taking a haircut or a “total shave”.

The jibe was aimed at Videocon’s 
lenders, led by the State Bank of 
India (SBI) and including Bank of 
Maharashtra, IFCI, Morgan Securi-
ties, and SIDBI. After almost three 
years of insolvency proceedings, the 
CoC had settled on taking the massive 
95.85 per cent haircut. The winning 
bid was from miner Vedanta Group’s 
fully owned subsidiary, Twin Star 
Technologies Limited.

The NCLT Bench observed that 
Twin Star was paying virtually nothing 
for Videocon’s assets. “... The plan is ap-
proved for an amount of only `2,962.02 
crore, which is only 4.15 per cent of the 
total outstanding claim amount and 
the total haircut to all the creditors is 
95.85 per cent,” read the judgment.

Insolvency – Code of Conduct

Then came the sarcastic observa-
tion. “Therefore, the successful 
resolution applicant is paying almost 
nothing and 99.28 per cent haircut 
is provided for operational creditors 
(Hair cut or Tonsure, Total Shave).” 
On a more serious note, the judgment 
pointed out that the meagre payout 
of 0.72 per cent to operational credi-
tors—a majority of whom are micro, 
small and medium enterprises—may 
even lead to their insolvency.

Videocon’s insolvency resolution is 
still meandering in legal alleys. First, 
several smaller lenders challenged 
the NCLT’s decision in the National 
Company Law Appellate Tribunal 
(NCLAT). Then, in August, Twin Star 
approached the Supreme Court, which 
directed the NCLAT to adjudicate on 
the matter to avoid further delays. 
However, in a surprise U-turn in 
September, SBI petitioned the NCLAT 
to allow the CoC to re-invite bids for 
Videocon considering the substantial 
haircut the lenders would have to swal-
low if Twin Star’s offer went through.

Remember, this was the same 
group of lenders that had approved the 
Twin Star resolution plan by an over-
whelming majority of 95 per cent votes 
last December. It’s worth noting that 
the promoter of Videocon, Venugopal 
Dhoot, too, had made an offer of about 
`30,000 crore in the first round. SBI’s 
petition for a second auction will soon 
be heard by the NCLAT.

The NCLT made a similarly strong 
observation on lender haircuts in 
yet another insolvency case, that of 
Tamil Nadu-based Siva Industries 
and Holdings Limited. Here, the 
CoC, led by IDBI Bank, had agreed 
to a settlement amount of `328.21 
crore, which translated into a whop-
ping 93.5 per cent haircut on the total 
admitted claims of `4,863.87 crore. 
The Chennai NCLT rejected the plan 
in August, saying it would go by its 
“judicial wisdom” rather than the 
CoC’s “commercial wisdom” and 
ordered Siva Industries be liquidated. 
The machinery parts manufacturer’s 
promoter, C. Sivasankaran, has chal-
lenged the order in the NCLAT.

At this point, it should be noted 

instances in a recent report. It also 
made a suggestion.

“According to the Ministry of 
Corporate Affairs, ‘the commercial 
wisdom of CoC is supreme’. In the 
committee’s view, keeping in mind 
the experience gathered so far, there is 
an urgent need to have a professional 
code of conduct for the CoC, which 
will define and circumscribe their 
decisions as these have larger implica-

tions for the efficacy of the code,” read 
the committee’s report, which was 
tabled in Parliament on August 3.

In essence, almost four years after 
being put in place to deal with the 
burden of soured corporate loans, the 
CoC, one of the key pillars of the insol-
vency ecosystem, has drawn flak from 
two key institutions—the adjudicating 
authority and a Parliamentary com-
mittee—for the extensive haircuts be-

that the Insolvency and Bankruptcy 
Code (IBC) does give a lot of signifi-
cance and weight to the “commercial 
wisdom” of the CoC. However, this 
wisdom is now under scrutiny due 
to the huge haircuts CoCs have been 
accepting to resolve cases. In fact, the 
Parliamentary Standing Committee 
on Finance, headed by BJP leader and 
former Minister of State (Finance), 
Jayant Sinha, also red-flagged such 
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CASE I
1    Corporate debtor:  

Videocon Industries Ltd
2    Total admitted claims:  

` 64,838.63 crore
3    Approved resolution: ` 2,962.02 crore
4    Resolution applicant:   

Twin Star Technologies   
(a Vedanta Group company)

5    Haircut: 95.85%
6    Lead banker: SBI
7    Current status: SC has directed 

NCLAT to adjudicate the matter

CASE II
1    Corporate debtor: Siva Industries
2    Total admitted claims:  

` 4,863.87 crore
3    Approved resolution: ` 328.21 crore
4    Resolution applicant:  

C. Sivasankaran,  
former promoter of Siva Industries

5    Haircut: 93.5%
6    Lead Banker: IDBI
7    Current status: NCLT ordered 

liquidation, Sivasankaran has 
appealed in NCLAT
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ing accepted in insolvency cases. It was 
time, the Parliamentary committee 
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PAPER TIGER?
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The machinery parts manufacturer’s 
promoter, C. Sivasankaran, has chal-
lenged the order in the NCLAT.
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“The biggest advantage of having a 
code of ethics for CoCs is that it will 
streamline a lot of processes. To have 
something very binding may be an 
issue, but a guideline enumerating 
the best practices will facilitate the 
resolution process,” Veena Sivara-
makrishnan, a partner at law firm 
Shardul Amarchand Mangaldas & 
Co, tells Business Today.

However, most hold the view that 
if the code of conduct is merely a set of 
guidelines for the CoC or a reference 
point for best practices, it may not 
have the desired effect unless enforce-
able and punishable by law. “A code for 
creditors without accountability and 
penal provisions will not resolve the 
issues dogging the insolvency process. 
A code of ethics without any statutory 
backing will not be of much benefit,” 
says Sandeep Kr. Bhatt, Director, 
Shrea Insolvency Professionals.

In fact, some insolvency resolu-
tion professionals (IRPs) say such 
a code of conduct—whether as a 
guideline or backed by statutory 
law—may not be enforceable for very 
practical reasons. “A set of guidelines 
or code of ethics for CoCs may not 
serve as a panacea for the issues fac-
ing the insolvency process, especially 
haircuts, as assets in these cases have 
eroded to such an extent that their 
depreciated value does not match the 
claim size, which is very big,” Mamta 
Binani, an IRP, tells Business Today.

The principal amount may not be 
large, Binani says, but adding on the 
post-default interest, damages, and 
interest on interest penalty makes 
the claim amount quite substantial. 
A buyer, on the other hand, would 
want to pay only for the value of the 
asset. “There is a huge gap and one 
cannot blame the CoC in a situation 
like this,” she says.

MORE THAN A CODE
“Even during the insolvency process, 
a lot of things like predetermined 
decisions on the part of the financial 
creditors were tried. But it did not 
work. Why can’t the banks come with 
predetermined decisions when the 
agenda of a CoC meeting is shared 
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much in advance? These things 
unnecessarily delay the process 
and people start losing faith in the 
system,” Bhatt says.

In effect, IRPs blame asset-claim 
mismatch and procedural delays 
for low bidder interest in insolvency 
cases. This is best addressed by a 
complete overhaul of the insolvency 
process, rather than an ethics code 
for the CoC.

This view on the reason for low bid-
der interest finds resonance in some 
quarters. The Parliamentary com-
mittee report quotes MCA Secretary 
Rajesh Verma’s oral reply to a query 
on the massive haircuts, “Initially 
when the companies came to IBC, 33 
per cent of the companies that were 
rescued were defunct. They virtually 
did not have anything.”

The recovery rate against admit-
ted claims in insolvency cases has 
been declining since 2017. IBBI data 
shows the highest recovery was regis-
tered in 2017-18, at 51.3 per cent, when 
the IBC was in its nascency. The 
lowest recovery, of 16.8 per cent, was 
logged in 2019-20. While that was 
a steep drop from the 46.4 per cent 
recovered in 2018-19, recoveries re-
bounded to 28.5 per cent in 2020-21. 
The data also shows that the average 
haircut in 363 mega resolution cases 
over four years was 80 per cent.

The IBBI source, however, points 
out that in the 400 major cases 
resolved in the past four years, a total 
of `2.5 lakh crore was recovered, with 
creditors taking a 60 per cent haircut. 
The source also points out that close 
to 19,000 cases were settled before 
reaching the NCLT, with about `6 
lakh crore recovered. “Also, on an 
average, we are getting 180–185 per 
cent over the liquidation value,” the 
source adds.

Litigation delays, too, have had an 
impact on the resolution process and 
recoveries. “Delays in the resolution 
process, with more than 71 per cent 
cases pending for more than 180 
days, clearly points towards devia-
tion from the original objectives of 
the Code intended by Parliament,” 
the Parliamentary committee report 

said. It emphasised this by noting 
that the roughly 13,000 cases pend-
ing at the NCLT involve an amount 
of `9 lakh crore. It also made a sug-
gestion. “The committee, therefore, 
feels the design and implementation 
of the Code, as it has evolved, needs 
to be revisited.” Bhatt, however, feels 
the banking regulator—the Reserve 
Bank of India—should make struc-
tural reforms to ease the insolvency 
process. “An amendment to the RBI 
Act incorporating strict guidelines 
with penal provisions for the banks is 
needed to deal with the situation. The 
amendments could put in place fixed 
timelines for CoCs for every mile-
stone of the corporate insolvency 
resolution process,” he suggests.

Binani agrees on the need for 
structural reforms and adds that hav-
ing a code of conduct isn’t an admis-
sion by the government that the CoC 
is not functioning responsibly. On 
its part, the standing committee has 
suggested the NCLT should admit 
cases in 30 days and asked the CoCs 
to avoid late and unsolicited resolu-
tion plans as they create uncertainty 
and discourage genuine bidders, 
ultimately leading to value erosion.

It seems that conventional wisdom 
may trump commercial wisdom.   

  
@Ashutosh_BT
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THE LONG WAIT

PENDING 
MATTERS

The bulk of the cases at the NCLT have been pending for more than six months

Section 0-90 days 91-120 days 121-180 days 180+ days Total 

7 155 147 306 2,177 2,785

9 279 401 1,091 4,202 5,973

10 85 17 51 455 608

Others 111 60 121 193 485

Total 630 625 1,569 7,027 9,851

Share of total (%) 6.39 6.34 15.92 71.33

SOURCE: PARLIAMENTARY STANDING COMMITTEE ON FINANCE

AGE-WISE IBC PENDENCY AT NCLT

DURATION: 
JUNE 2016 - MAY 2021

unregulated aspect of the corporate 
insolvency resolution process. Within 
days of the Parliamentary commit-
tee’s report, the IBBI circulated and 
received public comments on a discus-
sion paper regarding a code of conduct 
for CoCs, among other issues.

In fact, the discussion paper also 
points out that CoCs committed 
irregularities in 11 cases, in contra-
vention of IBC provisions, thereby 
inviting the ire of the adjudicating 
authority. The most glaring among 
those was the matter of Andhra Bank 
vs. Sterling Biotech Limited and Ors. 
The paper points out that absconding 
and ineligible promoters (as defined 
by the IBC) attempted to take over 
the pharma company in the guise of 
a one-time settlement that was ap-
proved by 90.32 per cent of the CoC. 
The NCLT had observed, “This also 
raises doubt about the functionality 
of the CoC. Such an act of CoC can 
never be treated as an act of commer-
cial wisdom.”

The guiding principles of the code 
will be transparency, accountability 
and adherence to the interests of all 
stakeholders. The “Code of conduct 
will promote the transparent working 
of the CoC and make participating 
members accountable for their ac-
tions during the process. Any attempt 
by members of CoC to make favour-
able decisions in the interest of any 
particular (group of) stakeholder(s) 
would be avoided, thereby ensuring 
that the principle of fairness is met,” 
the discussion paper states.

“The discussion paper on code of 
conduct for the CoCs is scheduled 
to be deliberated in the IBBI board 
meeting soon,” says a highly placed 
IBBI source close to the development, 
on condition of anonymity. “If the 
board approves the code of conduct, 
it will be notified under IBBI regula-
tions. There is no need to amend the 
law for this.” If approved, the code 
may get notified by mid-October, the 
source adds.

That said, experts are divided in 
their opinion on the efficacy of the 
proposed code of conduct. Some 
see it as a step in the right direction. 
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cases. This is best addressed by a 
complete overhaul of the insolvency 
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for the CoC.
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on the massive haircuts, “Initially 
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per cent of the companies that were 
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did not have anything.”
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The data also shows that the average 
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to 19,000 cases were settled before 
reaching the NCLT, with about `6 
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average, we are getting 180–185 per 
cent over the liquidation value,” the 
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The NCLT had observed, “This also 
raises doubt about the functionality 
of the CoC. Such an act of CoC can 
never be treated as an act of commer-
cial wisdom.”
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that the principle of fairness is met,” 
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to be deliberated in the IBBI board 
meeting soon,” says a highly placed 
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on condition of anonymity. “If the 
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tions. There is no need to amend the 
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their opinion on the efficacy of the 
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see it as a step in the right direction. 

 NCLT 
TOTAL CASES
32,547
DISPOSED
19,377
 PENDING 
13,170

 NCLAT 
TOTAL CASES

4,283
DISPOSED
3,283
 PENDING
1,000

   

`9 lakh  
CRORE 

The amount pending 
cases at the NCLT is 

dealing with

Insolvency cases 
have piled up at 

tribunals

SOURCE: PARLIAMENTARY STAND-
ING COMMITTEE ON FINANCE



20 2117 October 2021  Business TodayBusiness Today  17 October 2021

HDFC 
BANK S 
TECH-TONIC 
SHIFT
BY ANAND ADHIKARI
ILLUSTRATION BY NILANJAN DAS

COVER STORY HDFC BANK

A behind-the-scenes look at how Sashidhar Jagdishan, the new MD 
and CEO of India’s largest private sector lender, is trying to transform 
the bank into a technology company with a banking licence.



20 2117 October 2021  Business TodayBusiness Today  17 October 2021

HDFC 
BANK S 
TECH-TONIC 
SHIFT
BY ANAND ADHIKARI
ILLUSTRATION BY NILANJAN DAS

COVER STORY HDFC BANK

A behind-the-scenes look at how Sashidhar Jagdishan, the new MD 
and CEO of India’s largest private sector lender, is trying to transform 
the bank into a technology company with a banking licence.



22 Business Today  17 October 2021

or fifty-six-year-old 
cricket buff Sashidhar 
Jagdishan, the entry into 
the eighth-floor corner 
room of HDFC Bank’s 
Mumbai headquarters 
amidst the raging Covid-19 
pandemic was like walk-
ing into the Sabina Park 
cricket pitch in the 1980s 
and facing a battery of 
West Indian fast bowlers. 
That’s how the new MD 
& CEO  of the country’s 
second-largest bank often 
recounts his gruelling first 
11 months to friends and 
acquaintances. The man 
whom iconic CEO Aditya 

Puri trained and tutored as his successor, faced a barrage 
of bouncers—technology glitches, disruption in banking 
services, a credit card acquisition freeze by the regulator 
Reserve Bank of India (RBI), an embargo on new digital 
product launches, compliance failures, a hefty penalty by 
the regulator, and the most challenging economic environ-
ment in the bank’s history. Jagdishan (fondly called Sashi 
by colleagues and friends), was often seen dousing fires 
working from home, and also taking care of his old parents.

But there was another story brewing that got lost in the 
din. Taking fresh guard, Jagdishan, who joined the bank 
as a finance manager in the mid-1990s, was constantly 
brainstorming with his senior management team to use 
the current taxing phase as an opportunity to start with a 
clean slate—especially the technology platform. Despite 
being an insider, Jagdishan discovered a frightening gap 
between what he knew about the bank over the shoulders 

of his predecessor, and what he encountered sitting in the 
hot seat himself. Part of the reason was the pandemic, 
which swiftly changed customer behaviour, forced a 
remote workforce culture, tested the bank’s business con-
tinuity plan, and also raised fears of cybersecurity risks.

The new job at hand was all about future-proofing and 
rewriting many old rules of running a bank. “My respect 
for Puri has gone up infinite times [considering] how he 
had steered the ship seamlessly,” Jagdishan once told a 
colleague. Under Puri, the start-up bank, founded in 1994, 
grew its numbers to `90,084 crore in net revenues, `31,116 
crore in profits, `13.35 lakh crore in deposits, and `11.32 
lakh crore of advances in FY2020-21, when he retired. It 
was also the stock market’s darling. HDFC Bank’s out-
performance in the past decade pushed the bank closer to 
the country’s toppers by market capitalisation—Reliance 
Industries and Tata Consultancy Services. For perspec-
tive, the stock would have minted `15.8 crore to an inves-
tor who put in `1 lakh in its IPO in May 1995. However, 
post-pandemic, HDFC Bank’s stock returns have barely 
matched the returns of the 30-share BSE Sensex index or 
even its arch rival ICICI Bank (see chart Measuring Up).

His close associates say Jagdishan is quietly deter-
mined to come back with a bang. The bank is working on a 
scaleable platform by benchmarking with platforms such 
as Amazon and Netflix, with no downtime. “We are creat-
ing two factories, two muscles, like the enterprise factory 
and the digital factory, to be able to build new architecture, 
new designs on the cloud, which will ensure that we are 
able to compete with the fintechs and the platform players. 
This is again a journey you will start to see. You will not see 
it overnight. It will start to happen in 12 to 15 months’ time 
and the whole thing will probably be unveiled in about 
three years’ time,” Jagdishan promised shareholders in a 
virtual annual general meeting or AGM in July. (Jagdishan 
didn’t participate in this story.)

F
“We are creating two factories—the enterprise 

factory and the digital factory—to be able to build 
new architecture, new designs on the cloud, which 

will ensure that we are able to compete with the 
fintechs and the platform players”

SASHIDHAR JAGDISHAN 
MD and CEO, HDFC Bank, at the lender’s AGM in July
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The new platform is aimed at 
transforming the bank with 5,600-plus 
branches and 120,000 employees into a 
Neo Bank (or virtual bank) in the next 
two to three years. There would be a one-
click auto loan where the customer could 
visit a dealer, test drive, and walk away 
with the car. Hundreds of fintechs would 
plug into the bank’s systems without 
worrying about tech compatibility. A 
tie-up with payments giant Paytm was 
already sealed in August to jointly storm 
the small merchants’ space in smaller 
towns and cities for buy-now-pay-later 
(BNPL) loans. There is a new rural strat-
egy of riding piggyback on the 350,000 
government-owned common service 
centres (CSCs) platform to capture the 
emerging middle class in smaller towns. 
There is also an ecosystem approach 
across geographies in under-penetrated 
segments like healthcare, education, the 
gig economy, and start-ups to capture 
savings, lending and investment oppor-
tunities (see box The Digital Banker). Sev-
en months after taking over, Jagdishan 
has also reshuffled the portfolios of his 
senior management team to align with 
the new business strategy. To extend 
Jagdishan’s cricket analogy, he seems all 
padded up to play a long innings.

C 
all it changed circumstanc-
es or personality nuances, 
Jagdishan is turning out to 
be very different from Puri. 
The seamless succession 
without any senior manage-

ment exit so far shows confidence in his 
leadership. “Puri was multidimensional, 
who led the bank right from the front, 
whereas the bulk of Sashi’s experience 
is as chief financial officer (CFO),” says 
V.K. Vijayakumar, Chief Investment 
Strategist at Geojit Financial Services. 
Parag Rao, Group Head-Payments 
Business, Consumer Finance, Digital 
Banking & Information Technology 
at HDFC Bank points out that “CFOs 
have this unique advantage of not just 

managing finances, but also having an 
extremely deep, incisive, strategic view”. 
Jagdishan’s leadership skills were on 
display when he was quick to apologise 
to the bank’s over 60 million customers 
for repeated tech outages. In a confer-
ence call hosted by Macquarie Capital in 
May, Jagdishan said that the deficiencies 
on the technology front were a blot on 
the reputation of the bank. “No banker 
actually would have publicly made such 
an admission,” says a former HDFC 
bank executive. Two months later at 
the virtual AGM, Jagdishan dubbed the 
disruption from new-age fintech players 
as valid fear. “One can either sit and sulk 
or deal with it differently,” he had said.

This leadership style of admitting 
mistakes or recognising competition 
publicly is also shaping the bank’s new 
strategy. “Sashi comes up with a blend of 
an amazing amount of high skills on mi-
cromanagement and detailing,” say insid-
ers. Unlike Puri who built the bank brick 
by brick, Jagdishan inherited a Godzilla-
sized entity with ̀ 17.46 lakh crore 
of assets, which is second only to the 
`48.80-lakh crore assets of State Bank of 
India, the country’s largest bank. “It’s a 
running train that he has boarded,” says 
Arvind Kapil, Group Head-Retail Assets 
& Sustainable Livelihood Initiative (SLI) 
at HDFC Bank. Sitting in the CEO’s chair 
last October, Jagdishan was clear that he 
didn’t need to worry about the energy 
levels of the bank’s workforce. His job 
instead was to communicate the evolving 
strategy in changed circumstances. For 
instance, when the bank received a rap on 
the knuckles (a phrase Jagdishan himself 
uses) from the RBI for three IT outages in 
as many years, this is what he wrote in a 
communication to employees: “I’m grate-
ful and thankful to the regulator.” Many 
of his senior management colleagues 
were befuddled by this communiqué, but  
Jagdishan was actually looking upon it 
as an opportunity to overhaul the bank’s 
technology apparatus rather than taking 
incremental steps to satisfy the regulator 
(see box Great Expectations).

THE DIGITAL 
BANKER
HDFC Bank honcho 
Sashidhar Jagdishan 
is taking to digital 
transformation with 
evangelistic zeal. Here’s a 
peek into his strategy.

Shift from legacy IT 
infrastructure to global 

benchmarking against the likes 
of Amazon and Google  

Multiple cloud strategy with 
scaleable capacity, which 

would be fail-safe and recover 
faster from outages

Create a neo bank in the 
next two-three years

Be ready for new open 
banking models; leverage 

tech stacks and account 
aggregators to tap new business

Restructure organisation 
with sharper focus on retail 

assets, MSMEs, rural business

Digital auto portal for car 
loans in minutes and new 

products like buy now, pay later 

Partner with fintechs to 
grow in new areas; tie up 

with Paytm to jointly tap the 
small merchants segment for 
payments solutions and lending

Reduce product launch life 
cycles from years and 

months to a few weeks

Ecosystem approach to tap 
opportunities in healthcare, 

education, gig economy, and 
start-ups

Industry-first new products 
for corporates by way of 

alliances and partnerships

Remote working, hot seat 
concept
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The subtle differences that Jagdishan brings to the 
table were visible when he handed over the technology 
transformation task to Rao, who was Group Head-Cards, 
Payments and Marketing. It was Jagdishan’s idea of 
empowering a business head. Rao breaks down the digital 
transformation into two steps. The 
first leg, which started under Puri, 
was digitalisation or straight-through 
processing, which involved the 
digitisation of back-end processes by 
reducing transaction hops in product 
processing for a customer. “It is an 
extremely important step because 
without that there is no point in creat-
ing a fancy app or a fancy customer 
experience on top without having the 
processes digitalised,” explains Rao.

The bank’s new architecture—do 
it yourself—will now have virtually no 
man in the middle. “The clear vision of 
the bank is to be seen as a technology 
company with a banking licence,” ex-
plains Rao. Under the plan, the bank 
has started two initiatives—enter-
prise factory and digital factory—to 
manage the entire digital transforma-
tion, which cuts across the bank, 
across all product segments, and 
across all support functions. The role 
of the enterprise factory is to run and 
modernise the existing bank whereas 
the digital factory focusses on build-
ing digital practices, processes and 
products. The enterprise factory is 
tasked with switching from the legacy 
(fixed servers) to building the new IT 
architecture with designs on the cloud 
to ensure infrastructure scaleability, 
on-demand capacity, and a fail-safe 
backup for faster recovery from 
outages. For instance, UPI payment 
numbers are growing exponentially 
every month. That basically means 
revamping the infrastructure and 
increasing capacity more than three 
times a year, which is not possible in 
an on-premise architecture.

The bank claims that it is actually thinking far ahead 
and building its cloud infrastructure in a slightly different 
way through a multi-cloud strategy, which gives it the scale 
and expertise of all three clouds—Amazon’s AWS, Micro-
soft Azure, and Google Cloud. It gives the bank fail-safe 

backup capability just in case one of them fails. “We will 
also be able to use the best practices of cloud comput-
ing between the three,” says Rao. In today’s neo banking 
architecture, the bank needs nimbleness to be able to part-
ner with fintechs and technology companies operating in 

different clouds. The new architecture 
will also help in seamless launches of 
new digital products, which the RBI has 
currently put on hold for the bank.

The mandate of the new digital fac-
tory is to improve consumer experience 
by digitising the product processes for 
retail, MSMEs and large corporates. It 
is about building capabilities to reduce 
the product cycles from months and 
years to a few weeks. The bank is now 
talking a new lingo—DevSecOps—
which refers to development, security, 
and operations, where the entire chain 
is responsible for building the product 
in a parallel manner. Currently, the 
product cycle flows from the new 
product note, then gets converted into 
a requirement document, which is then 
handed over to the solutions architect, 
who will give it to IT for building it. 
The ops team will then check it, and 
thereafter you have audit checks, etc. 
“DevSecOps is a practice wherein you 
do all these in parallel. DevSecOps in 
the digital world is a very important 
prerequisite to be able to achieve this 
nimbleness and agility,” says Rao.

The bank is also strengthening its 
data centre where the third outage took 
place in November 2020 because of 
power failure. “We are strengthening 
and tweaking the architecture so that the 
potential number of outages itself drops,” 
says Rao. “It is about building your early 
warning signals, 24X7 monitoring, fail-
safe checks, and bouncing back faster.” 
Post the RBI’s action, the bank claims 
that it has completed 85 per cent of its 
activity levels, which it communicated 
to the RBI last December. The post-
Covid-19 acceleration in digital banking 

has also brought new known and new unknown risks. “The 
security in mobile-first banking is becoming a big issue. The 
government and the regulators are also increasing their 
oversight to protect customers,” says Sean Narayanan, CEO 
at Apexon, a digital technology services firm.

FIGURES IN ` LAKH CRORE  
SOURCE: ANNUAL REPORTS 

LEADER BOARD
HDFC Bank has the second-

largest balance sheet in  
terms of assets
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RBI Deputy Governor Rajeshwar Rao recently 
highlighted the cybersecurity and operational risks in 
open banking architectures. “As the open API provides 
uncluttered access to customer banking data such as 
transactions and balance stored within the infrastructure, 
it may also pose a severe cybersecurity risk,” said Rao, 
while adding that losses caused to customers on account 
of cyber events would require financial institutions to 
compensate customers. Dipesh Doshi, Managing Director, 
Financial Services, Protiviti Member Firm for India, says 
banks have always focussed largely on credit risk, liquidity 
risk, and market risk. “The big risks are now coming from 
the technology side,” he says. These risks are cybersecu-
rity, outsourcing, compliance, operational, regulatory and 
legal. Jagdishan has to be mindful of these risks. The new 
CEO doesn’t rule out outages as they are executing the 
technology transformation agenda. “This is the bitter pill 
we need to swallow,” advises Jagdishan.

F 
intech companies are all the rage, and 
consumers are taking to them in droves mostly 
because of ease of transactions and convenience. 
Legacy banks like HDFC Bank must adopt fin-
tech’s disruptive approach to evolve in the high-
tech era, and that is exactly what Jagdishan is do-

ing. As part of the strategy, the retail assets vertical, which 

was earlier distributed amongst a couple of heads, has 
been carved out as a single unit. “The whole idea is to cre-
ate digital offerings across products as well as a heightened 
focus on retail as one complete unit for cross-selling,” ex-
plains Kapil, the retail head. In terms of size, Kapil is over-
seeing a `4-lakh crore loan book, which constitutes 30 per 
cent of the balance sheet size. Currently, the bank works 
closely with fintechs on the auto side, especially used cars. 
There are also marketplace models for unsecured loans 
where the bank has a partnership for loan origination. 
In the personal loan segment, which is the highest retail 
segment with loans worth `1.19 lakh crore, it is building 
capabilities to offer loans to non-bank customers. In a new 
system of APIs from Amazon, Flipkart or GST returns, it is 
now entirely possible to tap new bank customers.

The bank is readying for new federated structures, 
which makes customer data easily available. Take, for 
instance, the RBI’s open banking Accounts Aggregator 
(AA) model, where HDFC Bank is one of eight participat-
ing banks that have joined the new network of financial 
data aggregation. Under AA, the banks’ customers will 
have the freedom to move from one bank to another where 
they get the best services and deals. HDFC Bank’s strategy 
is to leverage such kind of parallel federated structures 
to actually become even bigger and better. “We are go-
ing to participate very clearly in a lot of these federated 
structures because we believe we can bring a lot of value 

GREAT EXPECTATIONS
Previous HDFC Bank MD Aditya Puri had a dream run at 
the bank. The market expects no less from Jagdishan
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to that ecosystem,” says Rao. Kapil says that things like AA 
and open banking will put pressure on larger banks to get 
sharper in their processes for faster turnarounds. “Today’s 
industry has to be nimble-footed,” he adds.

Currently, there is also a variation of the bank’s 
10-second personal loans on the auto side called Zipdrive. 
The bank is preparing a one-click auto loan product for 
new customers. While bank officials declined  to share 
details, people who know vouch that 
customer convenience will go through 
the roof—any customer can walk into 
a showroom, select a car, do a test 
drive and, once satisfied, log in for 
video KYC at the showroom itself. The 
bank will algorithmically approve, 
authorise, and disburse the money to 
the dealer, all in a few hours, digitally.

In August, the bank sewed up a 

partnership with Paytm. “It’s an important part of our 
growth strategy. There will be quite a few fintech partner-
ships to come over the next six to nine months,” hints Rao. 
The new tie-up is about to bring more value to the mer-
chants. Paytm has a very large base of merchants who have 
QR solutions for UPI transactions. “Both of us have jointly 
created the capability for the same QR to accept card pay-
ments through the mobile by tap-and-pay or scan-and-

pay,” says Rao. In addition, when the 
card payment is enabled onto the QR 
solution, there are plans to run a BNPL 
lending programme. The duo has also 
decided to jointly go to the marketplace 
with slightly bigger merchants with co-
branded POS machines, payments and 
BNPL products. “We want to democra-
tise that capability of being able to fund 
the transactions lying on this very vast 

MEET 
THE 
TEAM
The people 
who are tasked 
with bringing 
the HDFC Bank 
chief’s plans to 
fruition

“The bank is building 
a future-ready 
and future-proof 
infrastructure... 
which will give us 
infinite scaleability,  
on-demand capacity, 
completely fail-safe 
backup... [It] gives 
us the flexibility to be 
able to operate with 
many more partners, 
without repeated 
changes in the 
system”

Parag Rao
GROUP HEAD-PAYMENTS 
BUSINESS, CONSUMER FINANCE, 
DIGITAL BANKING & IT

“The retail segment 
has been carved out 
as a separate pillar 
with mortgages, 
personal loans, auto, 
and loans against 
shares. The whole 
idea is to leverage 
synergies and create 
digital offerings 
across products. 
We are also getting 
them to cross-
sell each other’s 
products much more 
seamlessly”

Arvind Kapil 
GROUP HEAD-RETAIL ASSETS & SLI

35  
PER CENT 

Advances accounted 
for by commercial and 

rural banking 
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and very large merchant acceptance footprint,” says Rao.
The bank’s fintech engagement also extends to areas like 

risk management. “The digitally agile have shifted now to 
how well you can do risk with digital,” says Kapil. Similarly, 
using data analytics, AI and ML, the bank is equipping its 
branch managers and relationship managers with real-time 
leads based on customers’ recent transactions and the 
likelihood of him or her requiring other savings or lending 
products. The bank is also gung-ho after the credit card 
acquisition ban was lifted by the RBI last month. Over the 
next 12 months, HDFC Bank, which has market leadership 
in cards with 27.8 per cent market share in spends, will 
stitch together alliances and partnerships in sectors such as 
pharma, travel, FMCG, hospitality, telecom and fintech.

In the past eight months, the credit card ban did impact 
the growth of retail assets. “Retail growth hasn’t kept pace, 
while the corporate business, which is a fine-rate [low 
yielding] business, has shown strong growth,” says Nitin 

Aggarwal, a research analyst at Motilal Oswal Financial 
Services. He adds that the changing loan mix has resulted 
in margin compression: “ICICI Bank’s margins are steadily 
improving whereas HDFC Bank has seen margins falling 
from 4.3-4.4 per cent to the last reported 4.1 per cent.”

U 
nlike other private banks, HDFC Bank was 
cautious in building its wholesale book in the 
past two decades. Post pandemic, the wholesale 
banking growth has been compensating the low 
growth in retail as its share has gone up from 49 
per cent to 53 per cent. The wholesale growth is 

still at double digits—21 per cent in 2020-21—albeit that is 
slower than the 29.3 per cent growth in the previous fiscal.

Over the years, the working capital loan approach has 
helped the bank expand its share of the corporate wallet 
by cross-selling more products, including term loans. Be 

“There are several 
projects we’ve taken 
up both for improving 
the existing offerings 
and bringing about 
changes in the 
existing offerings to 
corporates. The new 
offering will bring in 
far more efficiency 
at the client level; 
there are a couple 
of internal projects 
that will bring in 
efficiency in our 
processes”

Kaizad Bharucha
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR

“The new-to-bank 
acquisition in the 
semi-urban and 
rural areas has 
been dramatic. 
The pandemic also 
created a positive 
impact as the bank’s 
branches were 
open. The bank will 
be doubling the 
coverage of the 
number of villages it 
serves from 100,000 
to 200,000”

Rahul Shukla
GROUP HEAD-COMMERCIAL 
(MSME) AND RURAL BANKING

“The tie-up with the 
government-owned 
CSCs is probably 
the largest third-
party distribution. 
We have integrated 
multiple APIs and 
there is no paper 
involved. Today, 
people in the rural 
areas can open a 
bank account or  
buy a consumer 
durable via CSCs”

Smita Bhagat
GROUP HEAD-GOVERNMENT 
AND INSTITUTIONAL BUSINESS, 
CSC, START-UPS & INCLUSIVE 
BANKING INITIATIVES GROUP
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it PSUs, private corporations, or MNCs, 
the bank today offers a suite of prod-
ucts from cash management to trade 
to foreign exchange services. “Our 
philosophy has been to understand 
a company’s cash flows and working 
capital cycle, and monitor their growth 
and profitability before participating 
in term loan facilities,” explains Kaizad 
Bharucha, Executive Director at the 
bank. The digitisation and partnership 
theme actually extends to corporate 
banking, too. “There are several 
projects that we have taken up both for 
improving the existing offerings and 
bringing about changes to the existing 
offerings. These are not necessarily 
small tweaks,” says Bharucha, without 
revealing the new product offerings. 
According to insiders, the bank will 
soon be announcing some industry-
first products for the corporate sector.

Jagdishan has also carved out 
commercial banking (MSMEs) and 
rural banking under ex-Citibank 
executive Rahul Shukla, who was earlier 
entrusted with corporate and business 
banking. Shukla, who has completed 
three years at the bank, jokes that he 
didn’t realise he was boarding a bullet 
train. Currently, commercial and rural 
banking accounts for 35 per cent of the 
bank’s advances, its largest vertical. 
The commercial and rural banking 
assets are growing at 25 per cent plus 
in 2021-22. The analyst community is 
also upbeat on MSME growth. “Had 
there been challenges, they may not 
have done too well. They would have 
curtailed the loan growth but the mo-
mentum tells you that the confidence is 
fully there to own those segments,” says 
Aggarwal of Motilal Oswal. The bank 
is also shortening the loan process-
ing time. A few weeks ago, it launched 
the Dukaandar overdraft programme, 
where any shopkeeper can furnish six 
months’ bank account statements, 
on the basis of which the bank gives 
him overdrafts of `50,000 to `10 lakh 
within 48 hours. This is done through 

village-level entrepreneurs (VLEs), via 
a digital channel, where the documents 
are scanned and sent to the bank, the 
credit decision goes back in 48 hours, 
and the overdraft is ready and working. 
“The new-to-bank acquisition for us 
in the semi-urban and rural areas is 
dramatic. The pandemic outbreak 
also created a positive impact as our 
branches were open. Our bank is also 
an aspirational bank for rural folk. The 
bank will be doubling the coverage of 
the number of villages it serves from 
100,000 to 200,000,” says Shukla.

T 
he digital piece is also 
getting well-entrenched in the 
government and institutional 
business, which spreads into 
rural and semi-urban areas. 
“We are plotting the entire 

ecosystem of healthcare, education, 
gig economy, and start-ups to offer the 
whole gamut of services,” says Smita 
Bhagat, Group Head, Government and 
Institutional Business, CSCs, Start-ups 
& Inclusive Banking Initiatives Group 
at the bank. The healthcare ecosystem 
covers lending and savings products for 
patients, nursing homes, pathology labs, 
hospitals, pharmacists, stockists, medi-
cal equipment suppliers, and pharma 
companies. “At every stage, the various 
constituents of a healthcare ecosystem 
require a bank, from a loan to a POS ma-
chine,” says Bhagat. Ditto for education, 
gig economy and start-ups. 

The tie-up with CSCs is probably the 
biggest third-party distribution part-
nership. There are more than 350,000 
CSCs in India, which cover 95 per cent 
of panchayats. “We have made 100,000 
of them as our banking facilitators and 
close to 15,000-16,000 are our banking 
correspondents,” says Bhagat. This tie-
up is helping HDFC Bank provide cost-
effective services in semi-urban and 
rural areas. The hub-and-spoke model 
has every CSC mapped to a branch. It 
has signed up about 171,000 VLEs, and 
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“Investors’ key 
concern has been 
slower retail 
growth… This has 
resulted in margin 
compression. At a 
time when peers 
like ICICI Bank 
have shown a rise 
in margins, HDFC 
Bank has seen them 
come down”

“The market is on 
wait and watch 
mode as Aditya Puri 
had an overarching 
view of everything... 
Sashi has been a 
finance person 
whereas Puri was 
multidimensional. 
Investors want to 
see how this new 
person is going to 
deliver”

Nitin Aggarwal
RESEARCH ANALYST, MOTILAL 
OSWAL FINANCIAL SERVICES

V.K. Vijayakumar
CHIEF INVESTMENT STRATEGIST, 
GEOJIT FINANCIAL SERVICES
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launched a new straight-through process journey for con-
sumer durables products at the VLE centres. It empowers 
VLEs via multiple APIs to process and sanction loans based 
on customers’ eligibility without the bank’s intervention. 

The investors’ community is still not convinced as 
they want to see the bank’s plans translating into hard 
numbers. They also cite the examples of Infosys and Tata 
Sons where it took time for the top leadership to stabilise 
after the exit of iconic CEOs or founders. “A lot of disrup-
tion is also taking place in the financial services industry. 
And no one’s really sure who’s going to be a leader tomor-
row,” says Andrew Holland, CEO, Avendus Capital Public 
Markets Alternate Strategies LLP.

“Most banks including HDFC Bank have also slowed 
down their new loan acquisitions in the unsecured seg-
ment,” says a banking analyst. The car loan segment, 
which is one of the biggest for the bank, was impacted by 
the pandemic and chip shortages. The growth in retail 
assets has already crashed by half to 7.5 per cent in 2020-
21, down from 14.6 per cent in the previous year. The 
wholesale book is growing robustly but the margins are 
not as high as in retail. In addition, the bank’s NPAs are 
also increasing gradually, though it still has the best asset 

quality with 0.40 per cent net NPAs.
The investors’ concerns reflect in the bank’s price to 

book, a benchmark for bank valuation, which is currently 
less than 4.7 times as against the earlier six times. “If 
you look at mutual fund investments, the largest mutual 
fund investment in terms of value is in ICICI Bank, not in 
HDFC Bank,” says Vijayakumar of Geojit Financial.

There is no doubt that digitisation will increase pro-
ductivity and efficiency. Cost to income, a key parameter 
signalling operating expenses as a percentage of income, 
has gone down from 49 per cent to 36-38 per cent in the 
past six years. It is likely to further go down to the 30s over 
the next 2-3 years. In addition, Jagdishan’s plan to convert 
an office desk into a hot desk, which means that people can 
work from anywhere, will rationalise costs even further. 
Jagdishan, say insiders, is a bit relieved as all the bad news 
happened during his first year in office. The post-Covid-19 
structural changes in consumer behaviour and digital 
banking are also offering a perfect tailwind for him.

At Sabina Park, it seems like lunchtime. Clearly,  
Jagdishan looks well settled to play a long innings.     

@anandadhikari

*DATA TILL SEPTEMBER 15; VALUES ARE REBASED TO 100; SOURCE: BSE

MEASURING UP
Investors have been cautious on the HDFC Bank stock, which hasn’t 
outperformed the index since the pandemic. In fact, it has done worse than 
rival ICICI Bank’s stock in recent months
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AKASA AIR IS THE LATEST NO-FRILLS AIRLINE 
TO ENTER THE INDIAN MARKET. CAN ITS 

BACKER, FAMED STOCK MARKET INVESTOR 
RAKESH JHUNJHUNWALA, HELP IT NAVIGATE 
A NOTORIOUSLY PRICE-SENSITIVE MARKET?

Corporate

BY MANU KAUSHIK
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Corporate – Akasa Air

LET’S SAY YOU plan to fly from 
New Delhi to Mumbai for a holiday 
before December. Currently, you can 
choose among all six pan-India carri-
ers that fly that route, with all of their 
cheapest tickets at around `2,500. The 
closeness of the price range isn’t a sur-
prise considering the cut-throat com-
petition in the aviation industry, espe-
cially after airlines were grounded for 
months due to the Covid-19 pandemic.  

By this time next year, there will 
hopefully be two more options—
Akasa Air and Jet Airways 2.0. And if 
things go as per plan, Air India could 
go to a private entity, which would be 
raring to go. After the lull of the past 
18-odd months, suddenly there’s ac-
tion happening in the sector. The 
most astute investor of current times, 
Rakesh Jhunjhunwala, too, has taken 
the plunge, betting on one fact—the 
world’s second-most populous coun-
try is hugely under-penetrated in air 
travel. Munch this—just about 8 per 
cent of India’s population fly.

But why has Jhunjhunwala, who 

is often referred to as India’s Warren 
Buffett, ventured into a sector that 
has more case studies of failure than 
success? The catastrophic collapses of 
Kingfisher Airlines and Jet Airways, 
and their impact on the industry in 
the past decade, have taken signifi-
cant sheen off the aviation business. 
It is truly a survival of the fittest bal-
ance sheet in India’s notoriously price-
sensitive market, where the race to the 
top is via rock-bottom prices. A route 
Akasa plans to take by being an ultra-
low-cost carrier (ULCC).

“Jhunjhunwala goes deep into the 
business before putting in his money. 
That he’s a successful investor cannot 
be disputed. The question is whether 
he has done a similar study in aviation 
before investing. The fact is that the 
Indian aviation industry has proved to 
be a graveyard for many carriers,” says 
Jitender Bhargava, former executive 
director of the government-owned 
carrier, Air India.

The billionaire investor’s predilec-
tion for aviation dates back to 2015 when 
he invested in InterGlobe Aviation, 
which runs IndiGo. Over the years, irre-
spective of good or bad results, he grilled 
the management in investor calls, a sign 
that he was keenly interested in the 
sector. Now, he has directly entered it. 
And he’s bringing company. His team 
includes, among others, former IndiGo 
President Aditya Ghosh and former Jet 
Airways CEO Vinay Dube, who will be 
CEO of Akasa Air and director of the 
holding company, SNV Aviation Private 
Limited. Jhunjhunwala will reportedly 
invest $35 million (nearly `260 crore) 
for a 40 per cent stake in Akasa. 

You could argue about the ace inves-
tor’s timing. Indian airlines and airports 
incurred losses worth `22,400 crore in 
FY21 amid the pandemic, according to 
official data. Even IndiGo—the market 
leader with a 57 per cent share, accord-
ing to the Directorate General of Civil 
Aviation (DGCA), India’s civil aviation 
regulator—reported its biggest-ever 
loss, of `3,180.2 crore, for the April-
June quarter. However, the fact is that 
Akasa’s launch is several months away, 
and the environment might change for 
the better by then. Plus, India’s air traf-
fic is growing steadily each year and, as 
per trade body International Air Trans-
port Association, the country is set to 
overtake the UK to become the world’s 
third-largest aviation market by 2025.

In fact, most analysts agree that 
Jhunjhunwala’s timing is actually 
quite good. Aircraft prices have fallen 
due to the pandemic and Akasa could 
negotiate a favourable deal, whether it 
is buying or leasing planes. Moreover, 
the job market also favours employers 
as the pandemic-driven layoffs and 

were grounded globally for nearly two 
years starting in 2019 after two fatal 
crashes. The DGCA lifted its ban on 
the Max only in late August.

“The challenge I see for Akasa is to 
manage the operations with the Max. A 
lot needs to be done to win back travel-
lers’ confidence in the Max,” says Mark 
Martin, CEO of Martin Consulting, 
an aviation consultancy. “The Indian 
consumer is discerning and has had ex-
posure to LCCs [low-cost carriers] for 
about 20 years. Competition should be 
another challenge as they enter into a 
crowded market with old horses of the 
trade like IndiGo, Vistara [a joint ven-
ture between Tata Sons and Singapore 
Airlines], Air India, and Go First.”  

furloughs have left pilots, cabin crew, 
and ground staff available at competi-
tive salaries. Lastly, while Akasa is yet 
to receive regulatory clearance, the 
word is it will start operations only 
in the summer of 2022. “By summer 
2022, everybody will be vaccinated 
and, hopefully, the demand in the do-
mestic segment, on which Akasa will 
predominantly focus, will bounce back. 
They will be well-placed to take advan-
tage of that. The key issue is to ramp up 
quickly and take on the competition,” 
says Vinamra Longani, head of opera-
tions at Sarin & Co., a law firm special-
ising in aviation.

That’s much easier said than done, 
though. Even for Jhunjhunwala.

CROWDED SKIES 
One big advantage for Akasa is its 
choice of aircraft—the Boeing 737 
Max. Indian carriers predominantly 
use Airbus planes, with only SpiceJet 
and Air India Express flying the Boe-
ing narrow-bodies. Boeing is thirst-
ing to corner a bigger market share 
and, given Akasa’s plans to induct 
70 planes in the next four years, the 
airline could broker a lucrative deal. 
“There are ample Max [aircraft] avail-
able in the market. Even though nar-
row-bodies are in demand, the lessor 
would be happy to work with a new air-
line and offer them good deals,” says 
an aviation analyst. But the Max has 
been besieged with problems. They 

L
RAKESH JHUNJHUNWALA’S TEAM FOR AKASA AIR INCLUDES 
FORMER INDIGO PRESIDENT ADITYA GHOSH, AND FORMER JET 
AIRWAYS CEO VINAY DUBE, WHO WILL BE THE AIRLINE’S  CEO

THE AMOUNT RAKESH JHUNJHUNWALA IS BELIEVED TO BE 
INVESTING IN THE AIRLINE; MANAV BHATKULY, DIRECTOR, NEW 
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“Jhunjhunwala goes deep into the 
business before putting in his money. 
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third-largest aviation market by 2025.
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Corporate – Akasa Air

Experts say Akasa might focus on 
the metro cities, which means it goes up 
against the old guard head-on. In fact, 
the airline will likely have its headquar-
ters in Mumbai and operate out of Ben-
galuru. “There are certain indications 
that Akasa would focus on metros. 
Their aircraft of choice is not a regional 
plane, which means they will fly be-
tween bigger airports,” says Satyendra 
Pandey, Managing Partner at aviation 
services firm AT-TV. “The profile of the 
management team shows a similar pat-
tern. Akasa will likely fly from the same 
metro cities where it will be competing 
with existing carriers because the de-
mand pattern is the same.” 

Akasa will, therefore, need a sizeable 
count of parking and landing slots for a 
decent number of flights between met-
ros. However, these airports have nearly 
run out of slots. No surprise, consider-
ing India’s six carriers have 83 Delhi-

Mumbai flights between them. Benga-
luru recently built a second runway and 
could have some slots available, as could 
Delhi after some optimisation. But 
Mumbai is fairly saturated. And bagging 
slots will become even more difficult 
with the expected ramp-up in traffic 
and the restart of Jet Airways, which 
plans to begin with a Delhi-Mumbai 
flight. Attempts to reach Jhunjhunwala 
and Ghosh did not elicit any response.

Bhargava says Akasa doesn’t have 
to focus only on the metros. “Con-
nectivity between metros gives great-
er visibility, but not profits. There’s 
growth in airport infrastructure in 
religious places, Tier II and Tier III 
cities where the demand has also been 
robust,” he says. That also dovetails 
with the ULCC model to attract flyers, 
including first-timers, who are more 
price-sensitive than brand-conscious.

Does Akasa need 70 planes, though? 
Yes, says Sarin & Co.’s Longani, be-
cause the stronger incumbents will 
eventually price out a low-frequency 
newcomer. “To become relevant, Aka-
sa needs to ramp up and offer a decent 
number of flights on some routes. More 
flight options attract business travel-
lers, though it doesn’t matter to leisure 
travellers,” he says. But scaling up has 
its own challenges. “Akasa will be tak-
ing deliveries of 13-14 aircraft a year. 

“IndiGo is a professionally man-
aged company that has grown in a 
calibrated manner. There were mul-
tiple factors for its growth. When 
Kingfisher Airlines collapsed in 2012, 
IndiGo was the biggest beneficiary. 
Akasa has to grow in double digits to 
survive against large carriers,” says 
Bhargava. When it started, IndiGo 
also profited by using the sale-and-
leaseback model for its fleet as it was 
not operationally as robust.

Ajit Deshmukh, Managing Director 
and Co-head of investment banking at 
Equirus, in which Jhunjhunwala owns 
a 13 per cent stake, warns of the highly 
regulated environment. “Airline com-
panies depend on how the govern-
ment makes rules. The problem with 
airlines is not lack of supply or lack of 
airports. The problem has always been 
government regulation and competi-
tion. The competition is so much that 
it’s great for consumers but not good 
for companies,” he says.

Now, Jhunjhunwala’s early an-
nouncement has given the competi-
tion notice, which has its pros and 
cons. “The plus part is that it helps 
in building credibility and the brand, 
which is important in consumer-fac-
ing businesses. Yet, the competition 
also gets a lot more time to respond,” 
says an aviation consultant.

“I think they will be able to survive 
for the longer term,” says Rajat Shar-
ma, Founder of financial advisory firm 
Sana Securities. “By whatever metric 
you look at—the number of new air-
ports and the way people are taking 
to the skies—air travel is increasing. I 
believe there’s pent-up demand in the 
system for carriers to capture.”

Perhaps there is no one better than 
Jhunjhunwala to do that given how he 
values money. But there’s a twist to 
the tale. Running an airline is different 
from what the Big Bull is famous for: 
value investing. In stock market in-
vesting, a few top performers can com-
pensate for a bunch of rotten apples. In 
business, there’s only one bet, and he 
will have to win it at all costs.   

  
@manukaushik

That’s not an easy feat. They need to set 
up operations at multiple airports, hire 
pilots and ground staff. IndiGo, Vistara 
and AirAsia took their own time before 
adding more planes,” he adds.

But forget ramping up, Akasa’s 
choice to start as a ULCC has raised a 
few eyebrows.

A MODEL CARRIER 
A ULCC unbundles the fare, separat-
ing the price of the seat from other ser-
vices such as food and luggage, among 
others. This makes tickets extremely 
cheap. Ireland’s Ryanair has used this 
no-frills model to become the market 
leader in Europe. However, ULCCs are 
still a new concept in India.  

That’s due to operating costs. Most 
expenses—such as for aviation turbine 
fuel (ATF), airport parking and landing, 
engineering and maintenance—are 
the same for ULCCs, LCCs and FSCs 

(full-service carriers). IndiGo, an LCC, 
seems to have the lowest cost base in the 
industry. So, Akasa has to do better to be 
able to offer the lowest-priced tickets. 
That it’s not relying on borrowed money 
is a huge advantage, but only at the start. 
“As the market picks up, their cost base 
has to be competitive, where, if they are 
offering low fares, they are not offering 
[them] at a loss. That’s hard to manage. 
How they will lower the costs is yet to be 
seen,” says AT-TV’s Pandey.

This is why Go First, though techni-
cally the only ULCC in India, operates 
as an LCC for all practical purposes, 
and its ticket prices are nearly identical 
to LCCs IndiGo, SpiceJet and AirAsia. 
What this means is that Go First can-
not charge extra for cabin baggage or 
other services as ULCCs in other coun-
tries do. The only way to lower costs—
and therefore ticket prices—is by sheer 
scale of operations. Like IndiGo.

FASTEN YOUR SEAT BELTS
Akasa Air is the newest entrant to India’s aviation sector 

Ace investor Rakesh Jhunjhunwala is starting the new airline, 
which is expected to begin operations by the summer of 2022

Akasa has roped in veterans like Vinay Dube, Aditya Ghosh 
and Ankur Goel to run operations

The airline is betting on the expected growth in air passenger 
traffic, which has been halted by Covid-19 concerns for the 
time being

To Akasa’s advantage, narrow-body aircraft, pilots, crew and 
other airline staff are readily available at the right price

The strategy to have 70 planes over four years would enable 
the airline to compete with larger peers

But Akasa might need to look beyond the metro cities where 
the slots are constrained

By mid-2022, Jet Airways might re-enter the market, and Air 
India could be privatised, which would fuel competition

The new venture’s SWOT analysis

SMOOTH TAKE-OFF OR TURBULENCE?

STRENGTHS 
Akasa is backed by a  

financially-stable investor 

It has a strong management 
team, led by Vinay Dube and 

Aditya Ghosh 

OPPORTUNITIES 
India is a highly under- 
penetrated market for air travel 

Akasa could corner a lucrative deal 
from Boeing, which is aiming to sell 
more narrow-bodied  
aircraft in India

According to trade association 
IATA, India is set to overtake the  
UK to become the third-largest  
aviation market by 2025

THREATS 
Deep discounts by rival 
carriers in the initial months 
of Akasa could affect its 
profitability 

Volatility in crude oil prices

WEAKNESSES 
It may take years to catch 

up with larger carriers when 
an airline is started from the 

ground up

Lack of availability of  
slots at key airports could  

pose a challenge

`22,400  
CRORE 

Indian airlines and 
airports incurred as 

losses in  FY21
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leaseback model for its fleet as it was 
not operationally as robust.

Ajit Deshmukh, Managing Director 
and Co-head of investment banking at 
Equirus, in which Jhunjhunwala owns 
a 13 per cent stake, warns of the highly 
regulated environment. “Airline com-
panies depend on how the govern-
ment makes rules. The problem with 
airlines is not lack of supply or lack of 
airports. The problem has always been 
government regulation and competi-
tion. The competition is so much that 
it’s great for consumers but not good 
for companies,” he says.

Now, Jhunjhunwala’s early an-
nouncement has given the competi-
tion notice, which has its pros and 
cons. “The plus part is that it helps 
in building credibility and the brand, 
which is important in consumer-fac-
ing businesses. Yet, the competition 
also gets a lot more time to respond,” 
says an aviation consultant.

“I think they will be able to survive 
for the longer term,” says Rajat Shar-
ma, Founder of financial advisory firm 
Sana Securities. “By whatever metric 
you look at—the number of new air-
ports and the way people are taking 
to the skies—air travel is increasing. I 
believe there’s pent-up demand in the 
system for carriers to capture.”

Perhaps there is no one better than 
Jhunjhunwala to do that given how he 
values money. But there’s a twist to 
the tale. Running an airline is different 
from what the Big Bull is famous for: 
value investing. In stock market in-
vesting, a few top performers can com-
pensate for a bunch of rotten apples. In 
business, there’s only one bet, and he 
will have to win it at all costs.   
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That’s not an easy feat. They need to set 
up operations at multiple airports, hire 
pilots and ground staff. IndiGo, Vistara 
and AirAsia took their own time before 
adding more planes,” he adds.

But forget ramping up, Akasa’s 
choice to start as a ULCC has raised a 
few eyebrows.

A MODEL CARRIER 
A ULCC unbundles the fare, separat-
ing the price of the seat from other ser-
vices such as food and luggage, among 
others. This makes tickets extremely 
cheap. Ireland’s Ryanair has used this 
no-frills model to become the market 
leader in Europe. However, ULCCs are 
still a new concept in India.  

That’s due to operating costs. Most 
expenses—such as for aviation turbine 
fuel (ATF), airport parking and landing, 
engineering and maintenance—are 
the same for ULCCs, LCCs and FSCs 

(full-service carriers). IndiGo, an LCC, 
seems to have the lowest cost base in the 
industry. So, Akasa has to do better to be 
able to offer the lowest-priced tickets. 
That it’s not relying on borrowed money 
is a huge advantage, but only at the start. 
“As the market picks up, their cost base 
has to be competitive, where, if they are 
offering low fares, they are not offering 
[them] at a loss. That’s hard to manage. 
How they will lower the costs is yet to be 
seen,” says AT-TV’s Pandey.

This is why Go First, though techni-
cally the only ULCC in India, operates 
as an LCC for all practical purposes, 
and its ticket prices are nearly identical 
to LCCs IndiGo, SpiceJet and AirAsia. 
What this means is that Go First can-
not charge extra for cabin baggage or 
other services as ULCCs in other coun-
tries do. The only way to lower costs—
and therefore ticket prices—is by sheer 
scale of operations. Like IndiGo.

FASTEN YOUR SEAT BELTS
Akasa Air is the newest entrant to India’s aviation sector 

Ace investor Rakesh Jhunjhunwala is starting the new airline, 
which is expected to begin operations by the summer of 2022

Akasa has roped in veterans like Vinay Dube, Aditya Ghosh 
and Ankur Goel to run operations

The airline is betting on the expected growth in air passenger 
traffic, which has been halted by Covid-19 concerns for the 
time being

To Akasa’s advantage, narrow-body aircraft, pilots, crew and 
other airline staff are readily available at the right price

The strategy to have 70 planes over four years would enable 
the airline to compete with larger peers

But Akasa might need to look beyond the metro cities where 
the slots are constrained

By mid-2022, Jet Airways might re-enter the market, and Air 
India could be privatised, which would fuel competition

The new venture’s SWOT analysis

SMOOTH TAKE-OFF OR TURBULENCE?

STRENGTHS 
Akasa is backed by a  

financially-stable investor 

It has a strong management 
team, led by Vinay Dube and 

Aditya Ghosh 

OPPORTUNITIES 
India is a highly under- 
penetrated market for air travel 

Akasa could corner a lucrative deal 
from Boeing, which is aiming to sell 
more narrow-bodied  
aircraft in India

According to trade association 
IATA, India is set to overtake the  
UK to become the third-largest  
aviation market by 2025

THREATS 
Deep discounts by rival 
carriers in the initial months 
of Akasa could affect its 
profitability 

Volatility in crude oil prices

WEAKNESSES 
It may take years to catch 

up with larger carriers when 
an airline is started from the 

ground up

Lack of availability of  
slots at key airports could  

pose a challenge

`22,400  
CRORE 

Indian airlines and 
airports incurred as 

losses in  FY21
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AND NEW VARIANTS 
BEING DISCOVERED, 
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MAY BE THE NEED OF 
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India is vaccinating at a run rate of over 750,000 people a 
day, with vaccine production being augmented month after 
month, the government is hopeful of vaccinating the entire 
adult population by the end of the year.

H 
OWEVER, THE PROBLEM is mutation of 
the virus and ‘breakthrough’ infections, that is, 
the virus breaking through the protective bar-
rier provided by the vaccine. A Council of Scien-
tific & Industrial Research (CSIR)-Institute of 
Genomics and Integrative Biology-Max Hospi-

tals study says one-fourth of 600 fully vaccinated health-
care workers were re-infected, though complications and 
hospitalisations were minimum. A similar study by the 
Christian Medical College (CMC), Vellore and Post Gradu-
ate Institute of Medical Education Research (PGIMER), 
Chandigarh, says about 1-10 per cent of fully vaccinated 
healthcare workers have been re-infected, but only 5 per 
cent of those required hospitalisation. So far, mutated vari-
ants recognised by the WHO are Alpha, Beta, Gamma, Del-
ta, and Delta Plus. Studies say Delta and Delta Plus variants 
account for nearly 70 per cent of the infections currently  
in India. 

With the fear of mutated variants increasing and ex-
perts of the opinion that the virus is likely to stay with us 
longer, people are already demanding booster doses to 
boost their immunity. 

“Studies on booster doses have been on overseas and 
at least seven different vaccines have been tried out for 
booster doses. When more countries catch up with vac-
cination, recommendations for boosters will definitely 
come,” said Dr Priya Abraham, Director of the National 
Institute of Virology (NIV), Pune, at a recent interac-
tion on India Science, the OTT channel of the Depart-
ment of Science and Technology. Booster doses are not 
a priority for the government at present and the focus 
is to vaccinate the entire adult population, according to 
Dr Balram Bhargava, Director General, Indian Coun-
cil of Medical Research (ICMR), who says the antibody 
level in the human body is not a measurement of one’s 
immunity. “As the government rightly says, now the pri-
ority should be to vaccinate all than allowing boosters,” 
Adar Poonawalla, CEO, Serum Institute of India (SII), 
said at a press briefing recently.  

That’s why next-generation vaccines are important. At 
least half a dozen such vaccines are being readied to be in-
troduced in India in the coming months.  

HEN VASANT (VAS) Nara-
simhan, the global CEO of No-
vartis AG, met Business Today 
at the company’s India office in 
Mumbai on February 17, 2020, 
India had already reported the 
first cases of the Coronavirus. 
They were three medical stu-
dents who had returned to their 
native Kerala from Wuhan in 
the Hubei province of China. At 
that point, 1,523 people had died 

of the outbreak in Wuhan. For most Indians, the Coronavi-
rus was just another curious case of a new virus surfacing 
in the Far East or Africa. A week before that, on February 11, 
the World Health Organization (WHO) had baptised ‘Novel 
Coronavirus SARS-CoV2’ with a new name—‘Covid-19’—
and was yet to declare the outbreak a ‘pandemic’.

Naturally, Covid-19 was also a point of discussion with 
Narasimhan. Replying to a question on why big multina-
tional pharmaceutical companies were not researching on 
developing vaccines for such viruses, the US-born Indian 
executive said, “Right now, we don’t have a great market for 
these antibiotics. Usually it doesn’t make for a great business 
case, because you don’t know whether the virus will remain 
or not.” If a company takes the risk of researching a vaccine 
for a virus outbreak, the virus itself may disappear by the 
time the vaccine reaches the market, and it may or may not 
resurface again, he had explained. So, it is the job of govern-
ments to fund such public health concerns.

Covid-19 soon spread across the globe. As of September 
14, 2021, the virus has infected over 220 million people and 
caused the death of 4.4 million people. Within weeks of that 
interview, Narasimhan had to take up additional respon-
sibility to save humankind, as the co-chair of a consortium 
of leading global life sciences companies to find and supply 

vaccines, diagnostics, and treatments 
for Covid-19. That was the beginning of 
the biggest-ever hunt for a vaccine in hu-
man history. 

While new drugs and vaccines histor-
ically took almost 8-12 years of develop-
ment to reach the market, Covid-19 vac-
cines were developed within two years 
of the virus being discovered, through 
unprecedented concerted efforts of sci-
entists, regulators and governments. So 
far, 117 vaccines are in clinical develop-
ment worldwide, while another 185 are 
in pre-clinical development. According 
to data from GAVI, the Vaccine Alliance, 
21 vaccines are already in the market, 34 
are in final Phase 3 trials, and another 
35 are in Phase 2. According to statistics 
from ourworldindata.org, which tracks 
the pandemic, 42.3 per cent of the world 
population has received at least one dose 
of a Covid-19 vaccine, as of September 
14. So far, 5.76 billion doses have been 
administered globally and 33 million are 
now administered each day. 

India has been at the forefront of 
fighting the virus. It has approved for 
use six Covid-19 vaccines, though only 
two-three of them—early ones like 
Covishield, Covaxin and Sputnik—ac-
count for the mega vaccination drive in 
India. As of September 16, India has vac-
cinated nearly 20 per cent of the adult population with two 
doses, while 62 per cent have got at least one dose. That is 
nearly 770 million vaccinations, including two doses for 190 
million people, according to the Co-WIN dashboard. While 

Vaccine Developer/manufacturer Stage

BBV154 Bharat Biotech Phase 2/3

Corbevax Biological E Phase 2/3

HGCO19 Gennova Biopharmaceuticals Phase 2/3

Covovax Serum Institute-Novavax Phase 2/3

COVI-VAC Serum Institute-Codagenix Phase 1/2

CYVAC Serum Institute-Spy Biotech Phase 1/2

Sputnik Light Dr Reddy's Laboratories/RDIF Phase 3

IN THE PIPELINE 
The next-generation of vaccines which are in the final stages of development in India  

Mega Vaccination Drive India is inoculationg its population at an average run rate of 750,000 people a day
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India has been at the forefront of 
fighting the virus. It has approved for 
use six Covid-19 vaccines, though only 
two-three of them—early ones like 
Covishield, Covaxin and Sputnik—ac-
count for the mega vaccination drive in 
India. As of September 16, India has vac-
cinated nearly 20 per cent of the adult population with two 
doses, while 62 per cent have got at least one dose. That is 
nearly 770 million vaccinations, including two doses for 190 
million people, according to the Co-WIN dashboard. While 

Vaccine Developer/manufacturer Stage

BBV154 Bharat Biotech Phase 2/3

Corbevax Biological E Phase 2/3

HGCO19 Gennova Biopharmaceuticals Phase 2/3

Covovax Serum Institute-Novavax Phase 2/3

COVI-VAC Serum Institute-Codagenix Phase 1/2

CYVAC Serum Institute-Spy Biotech Phase 1/2

Sputnik Light Dr Reddy's Laboratories/RDIF Phase 3

IN THE PIPELINE 
The next-generation of vaccines which are in the final stages of development in India  

Mega Vaccination Drive India is inoculationg its population at an average run rate of 750,000 people a day

P
H

O
T

O
G

R
A

P
H

 B
Y

 C
H

A
N

D
R

A
D

E
E

P
 K

U
M

A
R

Pharma – Vaccines

W



48 49

From the initial case samples from India, scientists at 
NIV, Pune, which is under ICMR, were able to isolate about 
11 strains of the Wuhan virus. Soon, India developed an in-
digenous vaccine, Covaxin, one among the first-generation 
vaccines globally to fight Covid-19. ICMR transferred the 
technology to Bharat Biotech and by early January, Covax-
in got emergency use authorisation (EUA) in India.

But the main problem with Covaxin is its complexity. It 
has a difficult manufacturing process, and so it is tough to 
scale up production. Of the total vaccinations done in India 
so far, Covaxin accounts for less than 15 per cent, though 
most experts do not doubt its efficacy and some reckon it 
to be the best to fight the Delta variants. By the end of the 
first week of September, India could administer less than 
80-85 million doses of Covaxin, compared to 610-616 mil-
lion doses of Covishield and 700,000-800,000 doses of 
the Russian-made Sputnik V. The government was expect-
ing supply of 60-70 million Covaxin doses by July-August, 
though supplies were less than half. Bharat Biotech says it 
requires a 120-day timeline from lab to vaccination centre 

for manufacturing, testing, release, regulatory approvals, 
and distribution. The whole-virion inactivated vero cell 
vaccines—the platform used to make Covaxin—are highly 
complex to manufacture as the critical ingredient is based 
on live viruses, which require highly sophisticated, multi-
ple-level containment and purification methods. Such ex-
tensive, high standards of purification naturally lead to sig-
nificant process losses and low yields, resulting in a highly 
purified and safe vaccine. Bharat Biotech is trying to scale 
up capacities. Since early June, manufacturing has com-
menced at its new sites at Malur in Karnataka and Anklesh-
war in Gujarat, and three more public sector undertakings 
are also going to make the vaccine. 

However, Bharat Biotech’s biggest bet is going to be a na-
sal vaccine, in partnership with Washington University in 

17 October 2021  Business TodayBusiness Today  17 October 2021

St Louis, US. “If the government can develop a total proto-
col for [all phases of] clinical trials now itself, we can get the 
nasal vaccine into the market by June 2021. Its production is 
very easy and the facility is in place already and I can make 
more than one billion doses, if successful in trials,” Krishna 
Ella, Chairman and Managing Director of Bharat Biotech, 
had told Business Today in October last year. The vaccine 
candidate, BBV154—a novel adenovirus vectored, intrana-
sal vaccine—can be a next-gen vaccine as it can create an 
immune response in the nose, which is the point of entry 
for the virus, thereby protecting against disease, infection, 
and transmission. Based on pre-clinical trials in mice and 
Rhesus macaques, a recent report published in Cell Reports 
Medicine says, “A single intranasal dose of ChAd-SARS-CoV-
2-S induced neutralising antibodies and T cell responses and 
limited or prevented infection in the upper and lower respi-
ratory tract after SARS-CoV-2 challenge. As this single intra-
nasal dose vaccine confers protection against SARS-CoV-2 
in non-human primates, it is a promising candidate for limit-
ing SARS-CoV-2 infection and transmission in humans.”

BBV154 has become the front runner glob-
ally among intranasal vaccines for Covid-19. In 
August, the government gave the green signal 
to conduct combined Phase 2 and 3 final clini-
cal trials in India; trials have already started. At 
present, of the 117 vaccines under clinical devel-
opment globally, only eight are intranasal vac-
cines and three are oral vaccines. So far, none 
of these vaccines have entered the final phase 
of trials. Bharat Biotech is also working on a de-
activated rabies vaccine, in collaboration with 
the US-based Thomas Jefferson University, and 
with funding support from India’s Department 
of Biotechnology (DBT). 

Poonawalla of SII—the world’s largest vac-
cine maker by volume—was among the first 
to get in touch with Oxford University’s Jen-
ner Institute and the Oxford Vaccine Group, 
led by Sarah Gilbert and Adrian Hill, who had 
started work on a Covid-19 vaccine in January 
2020. That research led to the development of 

the first of the vaccines—Covishield—which Oxford gave 
to Anglo-Swedish drug maker Astra Zeneca. Soon, SII got 
the licence to manufacture and sell it in India and in 120-
plus poor and emerging countries. SII also got at-risk pre-
funding of $300 million from the Melinda and Bill Gates 
Foundation and the GAVI Alliance to scale up production.

In an exclusive interview with Business Today on Octo-
ber 22 last year, Poonawalla broke the news. “I am floating 
a new pandemic vaccine company—Serum Institute Life 
Sciences (SILS)—with a base in London and plans are to 
launch at least one new Covid-19 vaccine every quarter in 
the next 1-2 years so that Serum can make at least a billion 
doses of Covid-19 vaccines a year.” He also said that five 
new Covid-19 vaccines were already in the pipeline. 

Now, SILS is teaming up with Biocon Biologics (BBL), 

another leading Indian biotech company spearheaded by 
Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw, to create a combined global vaccine 
and biotech research and manufacturing powerhouse. Co-
vidshield Technologies Private Limited—a wholly-owned 
subsidiary of SILS—will merge into BBL, in a deal valued at 
about $700 million. SILS will get a 15 per cent stake in BBL, 
valued at about $4.9 billion. Under the alliance, BBL will have 
access to 100 million doses of vaccines annually for 15 years 
and commercialisation rights of the SILS vaccine portfolio 
in global markets. The partners will also team up for manu-
facturing and research of other vaccines for viral diseases 
such as dengue, HIV, etc.

“Normally such partnerships happen between foreign 
companies and Indian partners, but here the two leading In-
dian biotech companies are teaming up with a vision to build 
a global biotech company of global impact,” said Mazumdar-
Shaw, Executive Chairperson, Biocon and Biocon Biologics, 
while announcing the alliance. 

The second Covid-19 vaccine from SILS is likely to be 
Covovax, with US biotech firm Novavax. The Nasdaq-listed 

vaccine research company is using its recombinant nanopar-
ticle technology to generate the antigen derived from the 
Coronavirus spike protein. Novavax has an arrangement 
with SII and plans to produce one billion doses of the vac-
cine, including at a facility called Praha Vaccines at Bohumil 
in Czech Republic, which it bought from SII in May 2020. 
Final trials are on in India for the 2-17 age group and the vac-
cine is likely to be ready for launch by December. “We have 
started stockpiling in a small way and can finalise produc-
tion plans in a few months as per the directions of the gov-
ernment,” Poonawalla said recently. 

S 
II IS ALSO WORKING with Codagenix (a 
US-based biotech backed by private equity), on an 
intranasal live-attenuated vaccine candidate, CO-
VI-VAC. “We look forward to the anticipated im-
munogenicity data from our Phase 1 clinical trial 
(in the UK) later this year and continued clinical 

development,” J. Robert Coleman, Co-founder and CEO of 

PANDEMIC TRACKER
Covid-19 has affected millions across the world, but vaccinations have also gathered 
pace, as has the development of new vaccines 

220 MILLION
THE NUMBER OF 
PEOPLE INFECTED 
BY COVID-19 
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4.4 MILLION
THE NUMBER OF 
PEOPLE  WHO 
HAVE LOST 
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From the initial case samples from India, scientists at 
NIV, Pune, which is under ICMR, were able to isolate about 
11 strains of the Wuhan virus. Soon, India developed an in-
digenous vaccine, Covaxin, one among the first-generation 
vaccines globally to fight Covid-19. ICMR transferred the 
technology to Bharat Biotech and by early January, Covax-
in got emergency use authorisation (EUA) in India.

But the main problem with Covaxin is its complexity. It 
has a difficult manufacturing process, and so it is tough to 
scale up production. Of the total vaccinations done in India 
so far, Covaxin accounts for less than 15 per cent, though 
most experts do not doubt its efficacy and some reckon it 
to be the best to fight the Delta variants. By the end of the 
first week of September, India could administer less than 
80-85 million doses of Covaxin, compared to 610-616 mil-
lion doses of Covishield and 700,000-800,000 doses of 
the Russian-made Sputnik V. The government was expect-
ing supply of 60-70 million Covaxin doses by July-August, 
though supplies were less than half. Bharat Biotech says it 
requires a 120-day timeline from lab to vaccination centre 

for manufacturing, testing, release, regulatory approvals, 
and distribution. The whole-virion inactivated vero cell 
vaccines—the platform used to make Covaxin—are highly 
complex to manufacture as the critical ingredient is based 
on live viruses, which require highly sophisticated, multi-
ple-level containment and purification methods. Such ex-
tensive, high standards of purification naturally lead to sig-
nificant process losses and low yields, resulting in a highly 
purified and safe vaccine. Bharat Biotech is trying to scale 
up capacities. Since early June, manufacturing has com-
menced at its new sites at Malur in Karnataka and Anklesh-
war in Gujarat, and three more public sector undertakings 
are also going to make the vaccine. 

However, Bharat Biotech’s biggest bet is going to be a na-
sal vaccine, in partnership with Washington University in 
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St Louis, US. “If the government can develop a total proto-
col for [all phases of] clinical trials now itself, we can get the 
nasal vaccine into the market by June 2021. Its production is 
very easy and the facility is in place already and I can make 
more than one billion doses, if successful in trials,” Krishna 
Ella, Chairman and Managing Director of Bharat Biotech, 
had told Business Today in October last year. The vaccine 
candidate, BBV154—a novel adenovirus vectored, intrana-
sal vaccine—can be a next-gen vaccine as it can create an 
immune response in the nose, which is the point of entry 
for the virus, thereby protecting against disease, infection, 
and transmission. Based on pre-clinical trials in mice and 
Rhesus macaques, a recent report published in Cell Reports 
Medicine says, “A single intranasal dose of ChAd-SARS-CoV-
2-S induced neutralising antibodies and T cell responses and 
limited or prevented infection in the upper and lower respi-
ratory tract after SARS-CoV-2 challenge. As this single intra-
nasal dose vaccine confers protection against SARS-CoV-2 
in non-human primates, it is a promising candidate for limit-
ing SARS-CoV-2 infection and transmission in humans.”

BBV154 has become the front runner glob-
ally among intranasal vaccines for Covid-19. In 
August, the government gave the green signal 
to conduct combined Phase 2 and 3 final clini-
cal trials in India; trials have already started. At 
present, of the 117 vaccines under clinical devel-
opment globally, only eight are intranasal vac-
cines and three are oral vaccines. So far, none 
of these vaccines have entered the final phase 
of trials. Bharat Biotech is also working on a de-
activated rabies vaccine, in collaboration with 
the US-based Thomas Jefferson University, and 
with funding support from India’s Department 
of Biotechnology (DBT). 

Poonawalla of SII—the world’s largest vac-
cine maker by volume—was among the first 
to get in touch with Oxford University’s Jen-
ner Institute and the Oxford Vaccine Group, 
led by Sarah Gilbert and Adrian Hill, who had 
started work on a Covid-19 vaccine in January 
2020. That research led to the development of 

the first of the vaccines—Covishield—which Oxford gave 
to Anglo-Swedish drug maker Astra Zeneca. Soon, SII got 
the licence to manufacture and sell it in India and in 120-
plus poor and emerging countries. SII also got at-risk pre-
funding of $300 million from the Melinda and Bill Gates 
Foundation and the GAVI Alliance to scale up production.

In an exclusive interview with Business Today on Octo-
ber 22 last year, Poonawalla broke the news. “I am floating 
a new pandemic vaccine company—Serum Institute Life 
Sciences (SILS)—with a base in London and plans are to 
launch at least one new Covid-19 vaccine every quarter in 
the next 1-2 years so that Serum can make at least a billion 
doses of Covid-19 vaccines a year.” He also said that five 
new Covid-19 vaccines were already in the pipeline. 

Now, SILS is teaming up with Biocon Biologics (BBL), 

another leading Indian biotech company spearheaded by 
Kiran Mazumdar-Shaw, to create a combined global vaccine 
and biotech research and manufacturing powerhouse. Co-
vidshield Technologies Private Limited—a wholly-owned 
subsidiary of SILS—will merge into BBL, in a deal valued at 
about $700 million. SILS will get a 15 per cent stake in BBL, 
valued at about $4.9 billion. Under the alliance, BBL will have 
access to 100 million doses of vaccines annually for 15 years 
and commercialisation rights of the SILS vaccine portfolio 
in global markets. The partners will also team up for manu-
facturing and research of other vaccines for viral diseases 
such as dengue, HIV, etc.

“Normally such partnerships happen between foreign 
companies and Indian partners, but here the two leading In-
dian biotech companies are teaming up with a vision to build 
a global biotech company of global impact,” said Mazumdar-
Shaw, Executive Chairperson, Biocon and Biocon Biologics, 
while announcing the alliance. 

The second Covid-19 vaccine from SILS is likely to be 
Covovax, with US biotech firm Novavax. The Nasdaq-listed 

vaccine research company is using its recombinant nanopar-
ticle technology to generate the antigen derived from the 
Coronavirus spike protein. Novavax has an arrangement 
with SII and plans to produce one billion doses of the vac-
cine, including at a facility called Praha Vaccines at Bohumil 
in Czech Republic, which it bought from SII in May 2020. 
Final trials are on in India for the 2-17 age group and the vac-
cine is likely to be ready for launch by December. “We have 
started stockpiling in a small way and can finalise produc-
tion plans in a few months as per the directions of the gov-
ernment,” Poonawalla said recently. 

S 
II IS ALSO WORKING with Codagenix (a 
US-based biotech backed by private equity), on an 
intranasal live-attenuated vaccine candidate, CO-
VI-VAC. “We look forward to the anticipated im-
munogenicity data from our Phase 1 clinical trial 
(in the UK) later this year and continued clinical 

development,” J. Robert Coleman, Co-founder and CEO of 

PANDEMIC TRACKER
Covid-19 has affected millions across the world, but vaccinations have also gathered 
pace, as has the development of new vaccines 
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Codagenix, said in a recent update on the vaccine’s develop-
ment. Phase 1 clinical trials began in January and multiple 
Phase 2 or 2/3 trials are planned in South America, Europe 
and Asia based on soon-to-be-out initial study data. 

Meanwhile, the UK-based SpyBiotech and SII are cur-
rently developing a novel virus-like particle (VLP) vaccine 
targeting Covid-19. SpyBiotech has an exclusive global 
licensing agreement with SII for the development of the 
vaccine candidate. It uses SpyBiotech’s proprietary Spy-
Catcher/SpyTag protein “superglue” technology to display 
the Coronavirus spike protein on the surface of Hepatitis 
B surface antigen (HBsAg) VLPs. Named CYVAC, the vac-
cine candidate is undergoing Phase-1/2 human trials since 
September last year. SII is also trying to develop a measles 
virus-based vaccine with the University of Pittsburgh, US.

W 
hen AhmedAbAd-bAsed Zydus Cadila got 
the nod for launching ZyCoV-D in August, In-
dia not only got its first Covid-19 vaccine for ad-
olescents (12-18 age group), but also the world’s 
first plasmid DNA vaccine for Covid-19.

At least 10 DNA vaccines are under devel-
opment globally. The three-dose ZyCoV-
D will be administered using ‘Pharma-
Jet’, a needle-free applicator, which 
ensures painless intradermal vaccine de-
livery. That is also a first of its kind in the 
world for delivery of vaccines. Zydus is 
also working on a two-dose vaccine. The 
plasmid DNA platform provides ease of 
manufacturing with minimal biosafety 
requirements and production can be 
easily scaled up. “The plasmid DNA plat-
form also allows generating new con-
structs quickly to deal with mutations in 
the virus,” Sharvil Patel, Managing Di-
rector, Zydus Cadila, said recently. Zydus 
is gearing up to produce of 100-120 million doses a month. 

The DNA Covid-19 vaccine was developed by scientists 
at Zydus’s Vaccine Technology Centre at Ahmedabad, in co-
ordination with Etna Biotech in Italy, an acquired research 
facility. The team in Italy was also pursuing a live attenuated 
recombinant measles virus vectored vaccine against Co-
vid-19. “We have stalled that project for now and all our focus 
currently is on rolling out ZyCoV-D,” Patel had said .

Meanwhile, not many had heard about Moderna or Bi-
oNTech before Covid-19. mRNA-based vaccines got global 
focus following the success of Pfizer-BioNTech’s Covid-19 
vaccine Comirnaty (BNT162b2) and US-based biotech 
Moderna’s Covid-19 vaccine mRNA-1273. It was the first 
time mRNA platform-based vaccines were developed for 
human use. Pune-based Emcure Pharmaceuticals’ subsid-
iary Gennova Biopharmaceuticals started experimenting 
with mRNA to develop a Covid-19 vaccine. The develop-
ment programme was partly funded by DBT, since June 

2020. Later, the DBT further supported the programme 
under the Mission COVID Suraksha-The Indian COVID-19 
Vaccine Development Mission implemented by BIRAC, 
and helped the project advance to human trials. In early 
August, the Drug Controller General of India approved 
Phase 2 and 3 study protocols for the candidate HGCO19, 
after interim Phase 1 data showed it was safe, tolerable, and 
immunogenic in the participants of the study. Gennova 
has now started the final trials among 4,000 subjects at ap-
proximately 10-15 sites in Phase 2 and will do trials at 22-27 
sites in Phase 3. 

“The approval for Phase 2 and 3 protocols for what could 
be the country’s first mRNA platform-based Covid-19 vac-
cine brings us immense satisfaction and highlights the grit of 
scientists unified for a common cause,” Sanjay Singh, CEO, 
Gennova Biopharmaceuticals, said at a recent briefing.

“The mRNA technology-based vaccines need to be fine-
tuned to bring storage conditions suitable for use in coun-
tries like India at normal 2-8° Celsius storage from the cur-
rent -2° to -20° C for mRNA vaccines. Our collaboration with 
Biocon will also aim to research and address such issues,” 
SII’s Poonawalla said recently. 

Hyderabad-based Biological E’s Corbevax is likely to 
be another vaccine to soon debut in In-
dia. The receptor binding protein tech-
nology-based vaccine, developed with 
a technical licence from the Houston-
based health sciences university Baylor 
College of Medicine, has now entered 
Phase 3 trials following approval in Sep-
tember. The government has already 
placed orders and advance payment for 
300 million doses of Corbevax. Accord-
ing to sources, the government is un-
likely to wait for the final data and may 
give EUA for the vaccine once dosing 
and initial results are available. Biologi-
cal E is the only Indian vaccine maker 

other than SII with a capacity to make over a billion doses 
a year. In August last year, it had acquired Akorn India, a 
subsidiary of the US-based Akorn Inc, primarily to access 
the facilities at Akorn India’s Paonta Sahib plant in Him-
achal Pradesh. Biological E also has a contract to manu-
facture about 600 million doses of Johnson and Johnson’s 
unit Janssen’s single-dose Covid-19 vaccine, which was 
recently approved by India. 

“India and the government can be proud of the fact that 
we are fast developing more and more vaccines and adminis-
tering vaccines at a quick pace. We are moving towards vac-
cine adequacy to inoculate our entire population,” Mazum-
dar-Shaw said at a recent press briefing. As newer variants of 
the virus emerge, next-gen vaccines are being readied, and 
the  pace of inoculation is picking up in India. Vaccinating the 
entire population doesn’t seem that distant anymore.     
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sets under management (AUM) of such entities in the coun-
try would touch $13 billion in the current year. More impor-
tantly, it stated that the assets are expected to grow at a 
CAGR of nearly 43 per cent between 2021 and 2025 with the 
AUM likely to touch nearly $54 billion by 2025. The number 
of Indians who use robo-advisory services is also expected 
to touch nearly 330 million by 2025. Just to put things in 
context, the AUM of robo-advisory firms in the US is cur-
rently pegged at $1 trillion, as per the report by Statista.

While the Indian projections may look a bit ambitious, 
there is ample room for growth as robo-advisory is still at 
a nascent stage in India and the asset size is just a fraction 
of what some of the developed countries have witnessed. 
“Many of the first-time investors are young, tech-savvy 
individuals who believe in DIY [do it yourself] rather than 
seeking advice for their personal financial management 
and that is where robo-advisors come in,” says Deepak 
Ahuja, a wealth manager and also an angel investor in the 

fintech space. The current generation wants to take out the 
middlemen from all their transactions, he adds.

While investors may want to remove the middlemen 
from the arena, robo-advisory appears to be removing ana-
lysts as well even as it continues to analyse every company 
on various parameters.

ANALYSIS SANS THE ANALYST
MarketsMojo was founded seven years ago. Today it 
claims to be India’s biggest robo-advisory firm with a 
market share of 30-40 per cent, and works with some of 
the country’s most well-known broking houses including 
Motilal Oswal Financial Services, HDFC Securities, Angel 
Broking, Axis Securities, and Geojit Financial Services, 
among others. The company analyses every listed compa-
ny not just in India, but also in more than 20 markets glob-
ally. But it does that without an analyst. “We don’t have 

“GREED, FOR LACK of a better word, is good. Greed 
is right, greed works,” goes the famous line said by Mi-
chael Douglas in the Hollywood movie Wall Street. The 
dialogue has assumed cult status ever since it was said 
in the 1987 movie, and has been widely and frequently 
reproduced in various forums on investing in the stock 
markets. Greed—and fear—are probably the two most 
common human emotions that are talked about in the 
stock markets even as many believe that trading is best 
done without any ‘emotional guidance’ at play. Keeping 
out emotions or biases while pick-
ing up the best stock or sector was 
not possible till a few years ago, as 
the analysis was done by humans. 
But the idea to keep out emotions 
was always in existence. Finally, an 
industry emerged that showed hu-
man emotions the door while en-
hancing the speed of analysis and, 
more often than not, at a lower cost 
structure as well.

Robo-advisory has been in ex-
istence for a few years and while it 
is already a huge industry globally, 
it is picking up fast in India as well. 
Simply put, robo-advisory refers to 
the digital platforms that provide 
financial advisory services based 
on completely automated, artificial 
intelligence (AI)-driven software 
with almost zero human interven-
tion. While the code is developed 
by humans, the parameters or fil-
ters that it uses to pick the right 
stock or even suggest replacing an 

existing stock in one’s portfolio with another is based 
completely on factors related to valuations, governance 
and performance, among other things. 

In other words, human bias or emotion is not a fac-
tor that it considers. Typically, these bots or platforms 
ask a few questions when one registers. This is basically 
done to understand one’s risk profile and investment 
goals depending on which the AI recommends the right 
stocks, or in many cases, mutual fund schemes or even 
exchange-traded funds (ETFs). In a consultation paper 

issued way back in 2016, capital 
markets regulator Securities 
and Exchange Board of India 
(Sebi) defined robo-advisors 
as “wealth management com-
panies providing an automated 
support for all financial adviso-
ry services without any human 
intervention... Be it trading, 
investment, portfolio rebal-
ancing or tax saving, the robo-
advisors can help investors 
without any human interfer-
ence. It works with pre-defined 
algorithm and analytics, and 
calculates the best returns and 
plans for each individual as per 
his requirements and prefer-
ences.” 

The growing clout of robo-
advisory businesses in India 
can be gauged from the fact 
that a recent report by German 
market data intelligence firm 
Statista stated that the total as-
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a single analyst in our team. We have quants based 
on fundamental and technical analysis that analyse 
stocks in 21 markets globally from India,” says Mohit 
Batra, Founder and CEO, MarketsMojo. “Humans 
have limitations in coverage. Even the largest broking 
firm will have only around 150 companies under cov-
erage. We analyse the listed equity space, which is 60 
per cent of the global market capitalisation. We look at 
500-600 formulas per company. There are four main 
factors—quality of the stock, valuations, current fi-
nancial trend and technical.”

Interestingly, while robo-advisory firms may well 
have eliminated the need for an analyst to analyse 
company data, the foundation of their business model 
is gathering a humongous amount of data on the indi-
vidual investor before the first advice can be given. It 
is also driven by the fact that Sebi regulations make it 
mandatory for every advisory firm to do a proper risk 
profiling of the individual before advising on invest-
ments or financial planning.

At the same time, not every robo-advisory firm rec-
ommends stocks or a basket of securities to an investor. 
Mumbai-based Tavaga has only six ETFs in its advisory 
matrix and suggests investments in the funds in differ-
ent proportions depending on the risk profile and goals 
of the individual. “One doesn’t need expensive baskets. 
Just set up your goals; the robo will do your risk profil-
ing in an automated manner and will suggest exchange-
traded funds that are much more cost-effective than 
even direct mutual funds,” says Nitin Mathur, Co-found-
er and CEO, Tavaga, who earlier worked as an analyst 
with firms like Jefferies, Societe Generale, and Edel-
weiss Securities. “This is the right approach for a mass-
market product rather than something focussed on the 
privileged class. We operate on a flat fee model of `600 
per year per individual.”

MILLENNIAL BACKING
It is indeed a fact that the young population and the 
new investors pouring into the markets are looking at 
tech-backed solutions for all their needs. Whether it is 
the stupendous growth in the number of clients of dis-
count broking or the growing share of mobile trading 
in the markets, there are enough metrics to show that 
technology is easily embraced by the new-age investor. 
And as robo-advisory is completely tech-driven, there 
are enough takers for the service that is quick to dis-
pense, available 24X7, and comes at various price points 
to suit one’s budget and requirement.

“Technology is preferred by the millennials who are 
adopting robo-advisory because of the ease and conve-
nience offered in terms of onboarding and transacting,” 
says Vivek Damani, a Sebi-Registered Investment Advi-
sor, also known as an RIA in market parlance. “Technol-
ogy has reduced the transaction cost. In some platforms, 
technology also provides insights based on an individu-
al’s portfolio, thereby helping in decision making.” 

Transaction costs may not be an important pa-
rameter for many who prefer to trade through the dis-
count broking platforms as most such firms have zero 
broking charge for delivery-based trades in the cash 
segment. Advisory, however, comes at a cost, but going 
by the revenue of robo-advisory firms, one can say that 
investors are ready to shell out money if they feel the 
recommendations that they are getting are worth the 
spend. MarketsMojo, for instance, has three different 
packages on offer, starting from `9,000 per year. “We 
have a million registered clients. On revenues, we have 
grown 10X in the past one year and we are self-funded. 
Our profit margins are 90 per cent. Last year our port-

folios generated 140 per cent return while the CAGR over 
the last 4-5 years is 47 per cent,” says Batra, adding that his 
company has an 80 per cent success rate whether it is a buy 
or sell recommendation.

AIDE TO BROKING FIRMS
Robo-advisory has emerged as a big support for broking 
firms, which, due to various reasons, have limited research 
capabilities. A traditional broking firm, with its team of ana-
lysts, can cover a couple of hundred companies at best even 
as there are more than 3,000 companies that are traded on a 
daily basis in the Indian stock market. While every research 
analyst of a broking firm can track a few sectors and the lead-
ing companies within each sector, a bot can dissect the num-
bers of each company, irrespective of the sector, in a flash. As 
a result, many broking firms tie up with robo-advisory firms 
to enhance the reach and depth of their research offerings as 
bots can help the traditional firms scan more companies and 
dish out a higher number of recommendations.

M A R K E T S  -  R O B O - A D V I S O R Y  F I R M S
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“Bots can help provide intelligent analytics to a hu-
man advisor who will be better equipped to ascertain 
which client would be more interested in a certain kind 
of stock recommendation,” says Siddhartha Khemka, 
Head–Retail Research, Motilal Oswal Financial Ser-
vices. “Otherwise, it could be a case of cold calls, only 
to realise that most investors are not interested in the 
stock picks that they are being offered. Bots help in tar-
geted advisory. It gives the right advice at the right time 
to the right person.”

Interestingly, this can be viewed as a hybrid model 
as well wherein a human advisor or an analyst is aided 
by algorithms at the back-end, and the front-end ad-
visory is dealt with a human touch. There are many in 
the industry who strongly feel that there is space for 
all modes of advisory to grow, including a hybrid mod-
el, which encapsulates the best of both worlds. “Both 
models will have their own limitations. In fact, the 
limitation of one model may be an advantage for the 
other. Therefore, I strongly believe that both will co-
exist and maybe a hybrid model 
will be a game changer,” says 
Damani.

Tavaga, which has just six 
ETFs in its arsenal, also works 
with quite a few leading broking 
firms including Zerodha, Upstox 
and TradeSmart, and is in talks 
to tie up with a few more in the 
near future.

R. Venkataraman, Chair-
man, IIFL Securities, believes 
the role of robo-advisory for 
wealth creation has become 
important as it allows financial 
planning for millions of retail 
customers instantly. “The new 
digital-native investors have 
rapidly adopted robo-based ad-
visory services and it is likely 
to reach the large investor com-
munity soon. It is, therefore, im-
perative for broking and wealth 
management firms to build 
their own capabilities as well as 
partner with fund-based, equi-
ty-focussed, and comprehensive 
wealth management-focussed 
robo-advisors to better service 
investors,” he says.

THE NUMBERS GAME
According to data from Tracxn, a start-up data intel-
ligence company, there are a total of 85 robo-advisory 
firms in India currently, with Mumbai and Bengaluru 
accounting for the highest number of such ventures 
at 27 and 23, respectively. However, the smaller towns 
have also seen their share of such firms as the accept-
ability and popularity level of robo-advisory has risen 
over the years. A few ventures have emerged from 
towns such as Indore, Jaipur, Kochi, Panchkula and 
Pune, among others.

While the past couple of years have seen a huge rise 
in the demand for robo-advisory—primarily due to the 
overall buoyancy in the stock markets and the entry of 
first-time investors—the breakout period was around 
2015 and 2016 when the bulk of the existing robo-advi-
sors mushroomed. Nearly 50 such firms were founded 
in those two years alone. But while many of these firms 
have been in existence for a few years, it is only in the 
past couple of years that this technology-driven ad-

visory space has seen a boom as 
increasing numbers of investors 
have overcome the scepticism 
that any new technology or prod-
uct faces in the initial years of its 
evolution. 

“Any new technology, espe-
cially ones that improve on hu-
man intervention, is often met 
with scepticism initially. It is 
called algorithmic aversion,” says 
Gaurav Rastogi, Founder and 
CEO, Kuvera, a robo-advisory 
platform for financial planning 
and investment. “Think about the 
early days of digital maps or driv-
erless cars. Eventually, users re-
alise the benefits and start trust-
ing the new technology, leading 
to algorithmic appreciation. We 
are somewhere in the middle of 
this journey for robo-advisory.” 
Rastogi’s firm has 1.1 million in-
vestors registered on its platform 
with total assets under adminis-
tration of `28,000 crore.

Meanwhile, there are more 
than 1,300 RIAs in the country, 
according to Sebi data. Maha-
rashtra accounts for the largest 

share with around 520 RIAs, followed by Madhya 
Pradesh with 153 and Karnataka with 132 RIAs. States 
like Gujarat, Delhi, Tamil Nadu, Haryana and Uttar 
Pradesh also have a sizeable number of RIAs. “We 
have not even seen the tip of the iceberg when it 
comes to advisory. India needs thousands of offline 
advisors and robo platforms with millions of clients. 
There is a genuine need,” says Mathur.

TRADITIONAL OR BOT?
This is a kind of perennial dilemma for several inves-
tors who are ready to invest in stocks or mutual funds 
and even know that the execution can be done for 
free—on various digital platforms. However, they 
are not sure where to go for getting the right advice. 
“A traditional advisor will ask you a ton of questions 
and then feed the data into a system to better under-
stand your risk profile and asset allocation, among 
other things. They will likely use standard or proprie-
tary models that do the portfolio or goal analysis, but 
the result would be delivered by the advisors them-
selves. Robo-advisory automates the entire process,” 
explains Rastogi.

In a similar context, Ahuja believes that even 
while robo-advisors are gaining traction in the past 
few years, they aren’t close to replacing human finan-
cial advisors as they are more suited for beginners or 
new investors with limited assets and do not offer a 
full range of benefits to replace traditional human 
financial advisors. “When you compare a robo-advi-
sor to a human financial advisor, the key difference 
is a human advisor’s ability to offer emotional guid-
ance,” he says.

“We all have heard the story of the hare and the 
tortoise. And we have also heard the modern version, 
which concluded that if the race route is treacherous, 
then neither may finish without getting support from 
the other,” says Damani, who believes that India is a 
large country and given the under-penetration of the 
investment culture, both robo-advisory and tradi-
tional advisors can happily co-exist.

No system is perfect and it would appear that 
the same holds true for both robo-advisory and the 
friendly neighbourhood traditional advisor, and one 
will have to wait and watch to know if the two live 
happily ever after. After all, that is how every story 
ends, right?    

  
@ashishrukhaiyar
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Just before you start wondering if all this is true, let’s get 
to the point. The man spends most of his time—at least nine 
months a year—in London. It is for a strategic reason since 
it is the prefect locale given his desire to get a large chunk of 
the European e-bike market. While he walks to work, eve-
nings and weekends are reserved for e-bike rides. That’s 
how much he loves his own business and what he makes. As 
Chairman and Managing Director of Hero Cycles, Munjal 
sees a huge opportunity in the continent since the market 
is fragmented and most governments are pushing the cause 
of this more environment-friendly mobility option. “We are 
already among the top five brands in Europe and there is tre-
mendous room for growth,” he says, over a Zoom call from 
his Ludhiana factory where he is parked for a couple of days.

For FY21, he reveals (the unlisted 
Hero Cycles has not filed its numbers 
yet), exports alone brought in `700 
crore. Most of that comes from Europe 
and is up 2X from the previous financial 
year. “There is no reason why we will not 
hit €200 million [over ̀ 1,700 crore] from 
exports over the next couple of years,” 
he says, with absolute calmness. If those 
numbers sound ambitious, it must be 
borne in mind that Munjal has quietly 
gone about cracking the European mar-
ket over at least six years. That persever-
ance is paying off. 

BEING AT IT 
Hero Cycles as a brand has been in India since 1956. It start-
ed off making components before going on to become one 
of the largest bicycle manufacturers globally. On the face 

of it, Munjal has little to complain about. “We are sitting on 
a 45 per cent market share [in India] but that also means a 
need to look at other growth avenues,” he says bluntly.

The baby steps in Europe were taken in mid-2015 when 
his company acquired Avocet Sports, a UK-based distrib-
utor. Avocet was among the top three players in the busi-
ness and offered a range cutting across categories such as 
mountain, roadster and road. Much as Hero already did 
export cycles to parts of Asia, Africa and Europe, this was 
a much bigger play in what would turn out to be its larg-
est market. Two more buyouts followed, the first being 
BSH Ventures, a Sri Lanka-based company (in 2016) that 
came with a plant making premium products. With a dis-
tribution presence in Europe, the manufacturing leg was 
complementary. Of course, there were also exports going 
out of the Ludhiana factory. 

Last year, Hero Cycles picked up a stake in HNF Nico-
lai, a German premium e-bike manufacturer. The plan is to 
invest in HNF by way of design and supply chain, among 
other areas. Importantly, HNF has an R&D centre in Ber-
lin. “There is obviously a clear strategic rationale in our 
buyouts. Today, we can capitalise on low manufacturing 
costs out of our Sri Lanka operations and top up with our 
ability to innovate in Germany [the biggest e-bike market 
in Europe],” explains Munjal. Again, the story in Europe is 
one that has moved in a phased manner—first understand 
retail and then look at manufacturing with the ability to 
get the best out of facilities housed in other locations. 

Nothing excites Munjal more than a conversation on e-
bikes, though he humorously insists you say e-bicycle. “You 
might just see me in Hyde Park cycling or taking a break be-
tween a long ride to have a meeting,” he says in all serious-
ness. In terms of financial logic, profits in Europe for e-bikes 
can be easily twice as much as what the average manufac-
turer makes in India. In that sense, there is a clear reason to 
be in a market that is driven by the initiatives of several gov-

ernments to push for the cause of e-bikes, 
coupled with a booming market offering 
healthy financial returns.

WHAT CHANGED THINGS? 
For Europe, the big moment was in 
2011 when a single regulation was put 
in place for manufacturing standards. 
Kevin Mayne, CEO, Cycling Industries 
Europe, an international association for 
cycling businesses, says it was now clear 
that an e-bike “was a cycle and not a mo-
ped”. That meant no licence would be 

required nor any kind of training for the riders. The maxi-
mum speed was set at 25 km/h.

“For the bicycling industry, Europe has been always 
been at the top both in terms of revenue and profitability. 
But e-bikes have just turbocharged growth,” says Mayne. 
Without a doubt, it is the hottest market and the pandemic 

says, depending on the country, it could be as low as 5 per 
cent in a few cases. “A country like the Netherlands is at 50 
per cent but there are countries like Romania with negli-
gible numbers,” he points out. The demand is expected to 
come from new cities in the continent and obviously, a lot 
of companies want a generous helping of that pie. “Impor-
tantly, the new demand could see consumers from the mid-
dle- and lower-income countries in Europe,” says Mayne. 
In terms of pricing, the entry point for e-bikes is at €999 
but it really is settling in the €2,000-3,000 price range with 
the fancy versions going all the way to €15,000. The govern-
ments, too, have been offering tax breaks for e-bikes or one 
can even lease them “for €20-30 each month with a high-

has contributed significantly. It was a pleasant surprise to 
see empty streets devoid of cars and people just took to e-
bikes. “They have not got back to driving cars in a big way 
and that may not change anytime soon,” he says. The gov-
ernments in Europe have also been proactive. They have 
cumulatively put in over €1 billion to create infrastructure 
for e-bikes, which includes separate lanes. The numbers 
clearly narrate the story (see graphic Cycling Away). Mayne 
predicts that by 2030, there will be around 30 million bicy-
cles in all, with at least half of that being e-bikes. 

Munjal says that Europe’s fragmented market means 
the largest player has only a 5-7 per cent share. The oppor-
tunity also comes from varying penetration levels. Mayne 
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PANKAJ MUNJAL HAS A PREDICT-
ABLE ROUTE TO WORK EACH MORN-
ING. IT IS A SEVEN-MINUTE WALK 
AND GETS A LITTLE LONGER IF HE DE-
CIDES TO STOP BY TO PICK UP SOME 
COFFEE AT AN OUTLET EN ROUTE. HE 
RARELY CALLS FOR A CAR UNLESS IT 
IS ABSOLUTELY NECESSARY.   
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Just before you start wondering if all this is true, let’s get 
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months a year—in London. It is for a strategic reason since 
it is the prefect locale given his desire to get a large chunk of 
the European e-bike market. While he walks to work, eve-
nings and weekends are reserved for e-bike rides. That’s 
how much he loves his own business and what he makes. As 
Chairman and Managing Director of Hero Cycles, Munjal 
sees a huge opportunity in the continent since the market 
is fragmented and most governments are pushing the cause 
of this more environment-friendly mobility option. “We are 
already among the top five brands in Europe and there is tre-
mendous room for growth,” he says, over a Zoom call from 
his Ludhiana factory where he is parked for a couple of days.

For FY21, he reveals (the unlisted 
Hero Cycles has not filed its numbers 
yet), exports alone brought in `700 
crore. Most of that comes from Europe 
and is up 2X from the previous financial 
year. “There is no reason why we will not 
hit €200 million [over ̀ 1,700 crore] from 
exports over the next couple of years,” 
he says, with absolute calmness. If those 
numbers sound ambitious, it must be 
borne in mind that Munjal has quietly 
gone about cracking the European mar-
ket over at least six years. That persever-
ance is paying off. 

BEING AT IT 
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of it, Munjal has little to complain about. “We are sitting on 
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tribution presence in Europe, the manufacturing leg was 
complementary. Of course, there were also exports going 
out of the Ludhiana factory. 

Last year, Hero Cycles picked up a stake in HNF Nico-
lai, a German premium e-bike manufacturer. The plan is to 
invest in HNF by way of design and supply chain, among 
other areas. Importantly, HNF has an R&D centre in Ber-
lin. “There is obviously a clear strategic rationale in our 
buyouts. Today, we can capitalise on low manufacturing 
costs out of our Sri Lanka operations and top up with our 
ability to innovate in Germany [the biggest e-bike market 
in Europe],” explains Munjal. Again, the story in Europe is 
one that has moved in a phased manner—first understand 
retail and then look at manufacturing with the ability to 
get the best out of facilities housed in other locations. 

Nothing excites Munjal more than a conversation on e-
bikes, though he humorously insists you say e-bicycle. “You 
might just see me in Hyde Park cycling or taking a break be-
tween a long ride to have a meeting,” he says in all serious-
ness. In terms of financial logic, profits in Europe for e-bikes 
can be easily twice as much as what the average manufac-
turer makes in India. In that sense, there is a clear reason to 
be in a market that is driven by the initiatives of several gov-
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coupled with a booming market offering 
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2011 when a single regulation was put 
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Kevin Mayne, CEO, Cycling Industries 
Europe, an international association for 
cycling businesses, says it was now clear 
that an e-bike “was a cycle and not a mo-
ped”. That meant no licence would be 

required nor any kind of training for the riders. The maxi-
mum speed was set at 25 km/h.

“For the bicycling industry, Europe has been always 
been at the top both in terms of revenue and profitability. 
But e-bikes have just turbocharged growth,” says Mayne. 
Without a doubt, it is the hottest market and the pandemic 

says, depending on the country, it could be as low as 5 per 
cent in a few cases. “A country like the Netherlands is at 50 
per cent but there are countries like Romania with negli-
gible numbers,” he points out. The demand is expected to 
come from new cities in the continent and obviously, a lot 
of companies want a generous helping of that pie. “Impor-
tantly, the new demand could see consumers from the mid-
dle- and lower-income countries in Europe,” says Mayne. 
In terms of pricing, the entry point for e-bikes is at €999 
but it really is settling in the €2,000-3,000 price range with 
the fancy versions going all the way to €15,000. The govern-
ments, too, have been offering tax breaks for e-bikes or one 
can even lease them “for €20-30 each month with a high-

has contributed significantly. It was a pleasant surprise to 
see empty streets devoid of cars and people just took to e-
bikes. “They have not got back to driving cars in a big way 
and that may not change anytime soon,” he says. The gov-
ernments in Europe have also been proactive. They have 
cumulatively put in over €1 billion to create infrastructure 
for e-bikes, which includes separate lanes. The numbers 
clearly narrate the story (see graphic Cycling Away). Mayne 
predicts that by 2030, there will be around 30 million bicy-
cles in all, with at least half of that being e-bikes. 

Munjal says that Europe’s fragmented market means 
the largest player has only a 5-7 per cent share. The oppor-
tunity also comes from varying penetration levels. Mayne 
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er-end version at €100”. In a lighter vein, Munjal rues not 
having entered Europe a decade ago. “We would certainly 
have been a more dominant player had that been the case. 
Of course, there is still a lot that we can do.” This June, the 
first batch of 200 Made in India e-bikes from Hero, under 
the HNF brand, were delivered to Europe. Hero has five 
models in Europe, priced between €2,000 and €10,000. 
Four more models are to come from India. 

MORE COME CALLING 
The European story has not missed the attention of He-
ro’s competitors in India. For Avon Cycles, also based in 
Ludhiana with revenues in excess of ̀ 800 crore, the debut 
in Europe will be early next year. Rishi Pahwa, the com-
pany’s Joint Managing Director, says infrastructure in 
India—especially in the areas of charging points and sta-
tions—is still not very good and looking outside is, there-
fore, logical. A new plant is coming up in Ludhiana by the 
end of this year with a capacity of 500 e-bikes per day.

The strategy for Europe is slightly different for the com-
pany. “The plan is to sell one part under the Avon brand. 
For the rest, we will be the contract manufacturer where 
the buyer will put in his brand name,” explains Pahwa. 

Like Munjal, he is convinced about the potential of Europe. 
“This is just the beginning of the story and it will keep us 
busy for a long time.” This March, Avon Cycles launched its 
electric cycle brand, Cyclelec, with two models. 

Selling e-bikes in India has been an uphill task and 
Prashant Goel has seen that story unfold. The CEO of Hu-
likkal Electro, a Coimbatore-based company, launched 
his brand in 2013 in the `15,000-18,000 price range. 
“Battery prices were $2,000 per kW then and it has now 
crashed by 90 per cent. The bigger challenge in India is 
to establish the product as a retail brand. This is a touch-
and-feel product and that is where retail is so critical to 
a brand’s success,” he says. For a new company to get it 
right with the trade is a time-consuming affair with a lot 
of money to be spent on marketing. 

The other rub in the Indian market, as Goel puts it, is 
the necessity to give the best product at the most com-
petitive price. “That is anything but easy. As one goes to 
more developed markets, it is the quality that speaks,” is 
his view. At just 31, he has been in the business for a decade 
having seen many a bumpy ride.  

Growth in India for e-bikes has been difficult and till 
2016, sales were less than 1,000 units a month. Pre-Cov-

id-19, numbers had got past 3,000 units and, like Europe, 
the pandemic saw the numbers take off to now hit 9,000 
units a month. That said, on a total bicycle base of 15 mil-
lion units sold annually, e-bikes are barely 1 per cent; in 
value terms, Munjal says it is €0.1 billion, while it is €5 bil-
lion in Europe. The affordability factor is most stark when 
the other number comes by—bicycles (premium and e-
bikes included) priced at over `15,000 make up just 6-7 
per cent of the market. For those like Goel, the story has 
not been as exciting as he had imagined. “We have moved 
on to contract manufacturing for other brands in India. 
Investing in marketing is not necessary and from selling 
100 units each month, we are at 500 units today,” he says. 
Taking the export route is the inevitable way forward.

As for Munjal, he would like Hero Cycles to become a 
pan-European brand, while still eyeing markets such as 
Japan, South America and South Africa. Taking the exam-
ple of Japan, he says it is a big story of women using it. “In 
all, it sells 7 million e-bikes each year and at some point, 
we could buy a local brand. Our advantage is that we have 
the capability,” he says. 

A key part of the strategy is Hero Cycles’ partnership 
with Yamaha Motor, a company known for its technologi-

cal prowess, and Mitsui & Co. In September 2019, the first 
e-bike, Lectro EHX20, was unveiled by Hero for the Indian 
domestic market. The motor came from Yamaha while the 
product was manufactured at Hero’s plant in Ghaziabad. 
“Obviously, we are looking to take this partnership to a 
global market. They want a foothold in Europe and there is 
an opportunity with our capability in low-cost manufactur-
ing. Yamaha will have a big role to play in the plan to grow in 
overseas markets,” says Munjal, declining to elaborate. 

For now, Munjal likes what he sees in Europe. The early 
foray has given him a chance to study the market in detail 
and then make the strategic moves. The plan is to spread the 
Hero network across various countries and grow with the 
market. With a proactive environment of governments in 
favour of e-bikes, the next few years will be all about getting 
in more users and Munjal upping the game. Each country in 
Europe comes with its own set of peculiarities and how he 
makes the most of the situation is what will be tracked. With 
Yamaha for a partner, he has the opportunity to become a 
dominant player. The ambitious Munjal is clearly aware of 
all this as an interesting future beckons.    

  
 @krishnagopalan

“For the bicycling 
industry, Europe has 
been always been 
at the top both in 
terms of revenue 
and profitability. But 
e-bikes have just 
turbocharged growth...
[Now, people] have not 
got back to driving cars 
in a big way ”

Kevin Mayne
CEO, CYCLING INDUSTRIES EUROPE 

“The bigger challenge 
in India is to establish 
the product as a retail 
brand. This is a touch-
and-feel product and 
that is where retail is 
so critical to a brand’s 
success... As one goes 
to more developed 
markets, it is the quality 
that speaks”

Prashant Goel
CEO, HULIKKAL ELECTRO 

“The plan [for Europe] 
is to sell one part under 
the Avon brand. For 
the rest, we will be the 
contract manufacturer 
where the buyer will put 
in his brand name... This 
is just the beginning of 
the story [for Europe] 
and it will keep us busy 
for a long time”

Rishi Pahwa
JOINT MD, AVON CYCLESP
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er-end version at €100”. In a lighter vein, Munjal rues not 
having entered Europe a decade ago. “We would certainly 
have been a more dominant player had that been the case. 
Of course, there is still a lot that we can do.” This June, the 
first batch of 200 Made in India e-bikes from Hero, under 
the HNF brand, were delivered to Europe. Hero has five 
models in Europe, priced between €2,000 and €10,000. 
Four more models are to come from India. 

MORE COME CALLING 
The European story has not missed the attention of He-
ro’s competitors in India. For Avon Cycles, also based in 
Ludhiana with revenues in excess of ̀ 800 crore, the debut 
in Europe will be early next year. Rishi Pahwa, the com-
pany’s Joint Managing Director, says infrastructure in 
India—especially in the areas of charging points and sta-
tions—is still not very good and looking outside is, there-
fore, logical. A new plant is coming up in Ludhiana by the 
end of this year with a capacity of 500 e-bikes per day.

The strategy for Europe is slightly different for the com-
pany. “The plan is to sell one part under the Avon brand. 
For the rest, we will be the contract manufacturer where 
the buyer will put in his brand name,” explains Pahwa. 

Like Munjal, he is convinced about the potential of Europe. 
“This is just the beginning of the story and it will keep us 
busy for a long time.” This March, Avon Cycles launched its 
electric cycle brand, Cyclelec, with two models. 

Selling e-bikes in India has been an uphill task and 
Prashant Goel has seen that story unfold. The CEO of Hu-
likkal Electro, a Coimbatore-based company, launched 
his brand in 2013 in the `15,000-18,000 price range. 
“Battery prices were $2,000 per kW then and it has now 
crashed by 90 per cent. The bigger challenge in India is 
to establish the product as a retail brand. This is a touch-
and-feel product and that is where retail is so critical to 
a brand’s success,” he says. For a new company to get it 
right with the trade is a time-consuming affair with a lot 
of money to be spent on marketing. 

The other rub in the Indian market, as Goel puts it, is 
the necessity to give the best product at the most com-
petitive price. “That is anything but easy. As one goes to 
more developed markets, it is the quality that speaks,” is 
his view. At just 31, he has been in the business for a decade 
having seen many a bumpy ride.  

Growth in India for e-bikes has been difficult and till 
2016, sales were less than 1,000 units a month. Pre-Cov-

id-19, numbers had got past 3,000 units and, like Europe, 
the pandemic saw the numbers take off to now hit 9,000 
units a month. That said, on a total bicycle base of 15 mil-
lion units sold annually, e-bikes are barely 1 per cent; in 
value terms, Munjal says it is €0.1 billion, while it is €5 bil-
lion in Europe. The affordability factor is most stark when 
the other number comes by—bicycles (premium and e-
bikes included) priced at over `15,000 make up just 6-7 
per cent of the market. For those like Goel, the story has 
not been as exciting as he had imagined. “We have moved 
on to contract manufacturing for other brands in India. 
Investing in marketing is not necessary and from selling 
100 units each month, we are at 500 units today,” he says. 
Taking the export route is the inevitable way forward.

As for Munjal, he would like Hero Cycles to become a 
pan-European brand, while still eyeing markets such as 
Japan, South America and South Africa. Taking the exam-
ple of Japan, he says it is a big story of women using it. “In 
all, it sells 7 million e-bikes each year and at some point, 
we could buy a local brand. Our advantage is that we have 
the capability,” he says. 

A key part of the strategy is Hero Cycles’ partnership 
with Yamaha Motor, a company known for its technologi-

cal prowess, and Mitsui & Co. In September 2019, the first 
e-bike, Lectro EHX20, was unveiled by Hero for the Indian 
domestic market. The motor came from Yamaha while the 
product was manufactured at Hero’s plant in Ghaziabad. 
“Obviously, we are looking to take this partnership to a 
global market. They want a foothold in Europe and there is 
an opportunity with our capability in low-cost manufactur-
ing. Yamaha will have a big role to play in the plan to grow in 
overseas markets,” says Munjal, declining to elaborate. 

For now, Munjal likes what he sees in Europe. The early 
foray has given him a chance to study the market in detail 
and then make the strategic moves. The plan is to spread the 
Hero network across various countries and grow with the 
market. With a proactive environment of governments in 
favour of e-bikes, the next few years will be all about getting 
in more users and Munjal upping the game. Each country in 
Europe comes with its own set of peculiarities and how he 
makes the most of the situation is what will be tracked. With 
Yamaha for a partner, he has the opportunity to become a 
dominant player. The ambitious Munjal is clearly aware of 
all this as an interesting future beckons.    
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SEVERAL APPROVALS ABOLISHED, SUCH 
AS UNIQUE AUTHORISATION NUMBER, 

UNIQUE PROTOTYPE IDENTIFICATION 
NUMBER, CERTIFICATE OF MANUFACTURING 

AND AIRWORTHINESS, CERTIFICATE 
OF CONFORMANCE, CERTIFICATE OF 
MAINTENANCE, IMPORT CLEARANCE, 

OPERATOR PERMIT, ETC.

MANUFACTURERS AND IMPORTERS 
MAY GENERATE THEIR DRONES’ 
UNIQUE IDENTIFICATION NUMBER 
ON DIGITALSKY THROUGH SELF-
CERTIFICATION. DRONES PRESENT 
IN INDIA ON OR BEFORE NOVEMBER 
30, 2021, TO BE ISSUED A UNIQUE 
IDENTIFICATION NUMBER THROUGH 
DIGITALSKY IF THEY HAVE DRONE 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENT NUMBER, 
GST-PAID INVOICE AND ARE DGCA-
APPROVED.

MAXIMUM PENALTY FOR VIOLATIONS 
REDUCED TO `1 LAKH FROM UP TO  
`1 CRORE EARLIER.  

SAFETY AND SECURITY FEATURES LIKE ‘NO 
PERMISSION – NO TAKEOFF’, REAL-TIME TRACKING 
BEACON, GEO-FENCING, ETC. TO BE NOTIFIED IN THE 
FUTURE. A SIX-MONTH LEAD TIME WILL BE PROVIDED 
TO INDUSTRY FOR COMPLIANCE.

DRONE CORRIDORS WILL 
BE DEVELOPED FOR CARGO 
DELIVERIES.

NUMBER OF FORMS REDUCED FROM 25 
TO FIVE; TYPES OF FEES REDUCED FROM 

72 TO FOUR. QUANTUM OF FEE REDUCED 
AND DELINKED WITH SIZE OF DRONE. FOR 
INSTANCE, THE FEES FOR A REMOTE PILOT 
LICENCE FEE SLASHED FROM `3,000 (FOR 

LARGE DRONES) TO `100 FOR ALL.

DIGITALSKY PLATFORM, A SINGLE-WINDOW 
SYSTEM, TO BE DEVELOPED WITH MOST 
PERMISSIONS BEING SELF-GENERATED. 

INTERACTIVE AIRSPACE MAP WITH GREEN, 
YELLOW AND RED ZONES ON THE PLATFORM.

NO PERMISSION REQUIRED TO OPERATE IN 
GREEN ZONE—AIR SPACE UP TO A VERTICAL 

DISTANCE OF 120 M THAT HAS NOT BEEN 
DESIGNATED A RED OR YELLOW ZONE; AND 

AIR SPACE UP TO 60 M ABOVE THE AREA 
LOCATED BETWEEN A LATERAL DISTANCE OF 

8-12 KM FROM THE PERIMETER OF AIRPORT. 
YELLOW ZONE REDUCED FROM 45 KM TO 12 

KM FROM AIRPORT PERIMETER.

NO REMOTE PILOT LICENCE REQUIRED 
FOR MICRO DRONES (FOR NON-

COMMERCIAL USE) AND NANO DRONES. 
NO NEED FOR SECURITY CLEARANCE 

BEFORE ISSUANCE OF ANY REGISTRATION 
OR LICENCE. NO NEED TO GET IMPORT 

CLEARANCE FROM DGCA.

COVERAGE OF DRONES 
UNDER DRONE RULES 2021 
INCREASED FROM 300 KG 
TO 500 KG. THIS WILL ALSO 
COVER DRONE TAXIS.
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Built on the premise of trust,  
self-certification and non-intrusive monitoring, 
the Drone Rules 2021 have made operating drones 
easier. Here are a few key takeaways.

EASING
THE RULES

DRACONIAN RULES HAD KEPT DRONES 
GROUNDED IN INDIA. BUT NEW, LIBERALISED 
REGULATIONS HAVE UNTETHERED THE 
INDUSTRY AND OPENED UP A NEW  
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towards becoming a global drone hub by 2030 has begun,” 
tweeted Jyotiraditya M. Scindia, Union Minister for Civil 
Aviation. The government hopes the PLI scheme will attract 
investments worth over `5,000 crore in three years. 

The forecast was promising even before these announce-
ments. Research firm Research and Markets estimates that 
India’s UAV market will be worth $1.81 billion (`13,575 crore) 
by FY26. The DFI has a more bullish estimate: `50,000 crore 
in the next five years. “While agriculture, real estate, home-
land security and defence will be the few areas that will be 
the biggest drivers for the industry, strategic defence pro-
curements are not part of this estimate. That said, if the po-
tential of drone delivery and drone taxis is unlocked quickly, 
the market will expand 10X,” says Shah.

But before we imagine drone taxis, or examine even the 
nearer-term applications of UAVs, we have to consider the 
challenges. For one, they are not cheap. A high-end drone 
could cost more than `20 lakh, and that is before paying for 
an operator or a team to analyse the data. Then, like any tech 

gadget, drones can be hacked. And although strong encryp-
tion technology mitigates that risk, it would hike prices.

However, there is the allure of handsome cost savings as 
well—as much as 3X in some cases, according to one esti-
mate. And that could be enough to convince some firms.

U
sing drones in India was a pipe dream until as 
recently as 2014 when the government imposed a 
blanket ban on civilian drones. It removed the ban 
in 2018, only to replace it with extremely restric-
tive rules. Besides securing approvals from numer-
ous law enforcement agencies, one had to fill up 

some 25 different forms and pay up to 72 various fees. That’s 
changed with the revised Drone Rules 2021, which nearly 
eliminates all the hoop-jumping, and the setting up of the 
DigitalSky Platform as the one-stop-shop for all things UAV. 
This, experts say, is likely to untether the sector and send  
it soaring.

In fact, drones, like other technology, witnessed an uptick 

Tech – Drones

WHAT’S COMMON TO the Lal Dora villages in Hary-
ana, the steel city of Jamshedpur in Jharkhand, and India’s 
Silicon Valley, Bengaluru? It’s drones; thousands of drones.

These three places and thousands of other villages, 
towns and cities will soon see drones dotting the skies. In 
the future, they may deliver shopping packages or medi-
cines. But for now, they are being used to map and survey 
land. Why drones? Well, for one, they are much faster than 
conducting manual surveys and can also easily access haz-
ardous, difficult-to-reach places. Then, their literal bird’s-
eye view, powered by high-resolution cameras, captures 
accurate topographical data for mapping or for planning 
infrastructure development in the case of cities.

It’s no surprise, then, that the Indian government chose 
drones to help achieve its ambition of creating a compre-
hensive e-property ledger under the Svamitva (Survey 
of Villages and Mapping with Improvised Technology in 
Village Areas) scheme launched in April 2020. The gov-
ernment plans to use thousands of drones to map roughly 
660,000 villages between 2020 and 2024. That has given 
India’s drone industry a massive boost. 

“It is estimated that 3,000-4,000 drones will be used 
over the next four years [for Svamitva],” says Smit Shah, 
Director of Partnerships at the Drone Federation of In-
dia (DFI), an industry-led body to promote the use of un-
manned aerial vehicles (UAVs). More importantly, he adds, 
“It is the largest commercial opportunity a drone company 
has ever got in India.”

It’s also an opportunity to correct a lopsided market. 
Until recently, homeland security accounted for nearly 70 
per cent of the Indian market, according to industry sourc-
es. The rest was allowed for civil use only after exceptions 
by the Directorate General of Civil Aviation (DGCA), In-
dia’s  civil aviation regulator. Outside of the defence sector, 
drones are mostly used in agriculture for crop dusting and 

monitoring crop health, and in the energy sector to oversee 
hazardous operations or monitor oil pipelines.

That’s slowly changing, with other sectors also aiming 
to harness the power of drones. For example, a recent pilot 
showed drones could be used for last-mile delivery of medi-
cal supplies. “The ease of operations, cost-effectiveness, 
optimum utilisation of manpower, and rapidly developing 
technology are increasing UAVs’ application in almost all 
sectors,” says Abhishek Verma, Partner and Lead, Aero-
space and Defence, KPMG India. 

But these advantages weren’t unknown. What gave the 
sector wings is the government releasing a set of liberal 
regulations in August that made it simpler to own and oper-
ate drones. Barely a month later, the government approved 
a three-year production-linked incentive (PLI) scheme 
worth `120 crore, which is double the combined turnover 
of all domestic drone manufacturers, in FY21. “With the 
roll-out of the Drone Rules 2021 and now a huge boost to 
drone manufacturing through #PLIforDrones, the journey 
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During the pandemic, over 160 pilot drones were 
deployed by the Drone Federation of India across 
10 states between March and August 2020
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in insights from the infor-
mation captured from the 
drone,” explains Mrinal Pai, 
Co-founder of Skylark.

The advent of drones as 
a service also helps enter-
prises in managing expenses. 
The price of an enterprise-
level drone starts at as low 
as `1.5 lakh but could easily 
cost upwards of `20 lakh for 
fully-loaded, top-of-the-line 
drones. After that, it could 
cost upwards of `10,000 per 
quarter to process and analyse 
the data, according to market 
estimates. That’s why most 
companies opt for drones as 
a service. But even that’s not 
cheap. Renting a drone could 
cost between `8,000 and 
`15,000 per day, depending 
upon the nature of the job and 
the area covered, according to 
market estimates.

But the return on invest-
ment is huge. “Depending 
upon the nature of the busi-
ness, the solution deployed in 

terms of the drone and its application, as well as the scale it is 
being used at, there can be a 30-300 per cent cost advantage 
of using drones,” says Rohan Verma, CEO and Executive Di-
rector of digital map-maker MapmyIndia.

Then there are the risks. One major concern, as with 
any technology, is hacking or GPS spoofing, which means 
feeding the drone false coordinates. However, that is nigh 
impossible given the use of encryption and other security 
technology, believes DFI’s Shah. “Hacking a drone is unlike-
ly as communication links are encrypted,” he says. More-
over, from an enterprise’s point of view, opting for drones as 
a service also protects them in case of any incident as the lia-
bility lies with the drone operator. That aside, the industry’s 
development will also hinge on the effective deployment, 
upkeep and adoption of the DigitalSky Platform.

That said, the stars seem to be aligning for the industry, 
much as chipmaker Intel’s 1,825 drones aligned to create 
spectacular light shows at the opening and closing ceremo-
nies of the Tokyo Olympics earlier this year. At one point, 
the drones arranged to form a blue-coloured Earth.

As more and more companies adopt the technology, 
drones could soon cover the Earth itself.   

  
 @nidhisingal

In fact, the market for using drones to deliver pack-
ages got a fillip in August when the long-awaited Beyond 
Visual Line of Sight (BVLOS) trials were completed in the 
outskirts of Bengaluru. BVLOS refers to operating drones 
at distances beyond the pilot’s normal visible range. The 
trials used two types of drones to deliver a payload of up 
to 2 kg of medical supplies at aerial distances of 2-7 km. 
The drones covered an average of 3.5 km in 5-7 minutes 
and delivered their payload either by tethered lowering 
or after landing. This successful pilot—led by TAS and 
business-to-business e-commerce platform Udaan, un-
der the DGCA’s supervision—means e-tailers could soon 
use drones for last-mile delivery.

B
ut perhaps these firms will not actually own 
the drones. The drone industry is broadly divided 
into manufacturers, operators, and software and 
analysis companies. In India, enterprises mostly 
opt for drones as a service to help with tasks like 
mapping or surveillance and for data analysis. 

That has created a market for companies such as Skylark 
Drones, which offers a full stack of services from operating 
the drone to analysing the captured data. “The end enter-
prise is not really buying a drone or a service but investing 

in adoption during the pandemic. Soon after the country 
was locked down in late-March 2020, the Mumbai Police 
and DFI used surveillance drones to prevent mass gather-
ings and loudspeaker-mounted ones to conduct awareness 
drives in slum areas. In all, the DFI deployed 162 pilot drones 
across 10 states between March and August 2020.

But the real coming-out party will be the widespread 
adoption of drones by enterprises. The new rules and PLI 
scheme are likely to lead to an uptake of drones for agricul-
ture, mining, infrastructure, emergency response, trans-
portation, and geo-spatial mapping, among other use cases. 
Businesses have realised that drones have multiple commer-
cial uses that go beyond basic mapping and surveillance.

A
fter the defence sector, the biggest use case 
for drones is expected to be in agriculture. Since 
they are terrain-agnostic, it is faster and easier 
to use drones to monitor crop health or spray in-
secticide in vast farmlands. For example, during 
the locust swarms in Rajasthan last year, General 

Aeronautics’ drones took 15 minutes on average to spray in-
secticide over 2.5 acres, while a ground vehicle would have 
taken about 3 hours. “The agriculture domain is fast picking 
up as well. With agritech startups willing to integrate drone 
data, a lot of new use cases—such as irrigation planning 
and crop height estimation—are in the making, apart from 
the pesticide spraying and crop health monitoring activi-
ties,” says Akshath Shetty, Co-founder and CTO of Yaralava 
Technologies. The Bengaluru-based start-up focusses on 
the defence sector but is working on DROOYH, an aggrega-
tor platform for drone services in various sectors.

One such sector is real estate and infrastructure. “Since 
time is of the essence in completing infrastructure proj-
ects, UAVs are increasingly being used in the industry. The 
time-consuming processes and equipment used in the past 
for surveys are being replaced by drones. The technology is 
finding increased applications not only in capturing topo-
graphical features but also in-depth capturing of features,” 
says Sandeep Gulati, South Asia CEO and India MD at Egis.

The engineering consulting firm conducted drone sur-
veys in certain areas for the Delhi-Mumbai Industrial Cor-
ridor Development Corporation project, which aims to 
build a high-tech industrial zone spread across six states, as 
well as the National Industrial Corridor Development Pro-
gramme, aimed at developing smart cities.

Drones help in preparing the base plans for cities and 
infrastructural facilities, says Gulati. Besides, he adds, they 
also help monitor the progress of projects, analyse data on 
traffic management, and evaluate the condition of struc-
tures like bridges and dams after a natural disaster. 

The mining industry is another area where drones are 
already being used. In July 2019, Vedanta Limited became 
the first in South-East Asia to use drones in underground 
mining, says Anand Laxshmivarahan, Group Chief Digital 
Officer, Vedanta. The company also uses drones to monitor 

safety risks at its smelting units and to detect leakages in its 
oil and gas pipelines in Rajasthan. This not only made opera-
tions safer but also reduced Vedanta’s unplanned downtime 
and production loss through timely maintenance recommen-
dations. “Drones remain somewhat of a niche technology for 
businesses and with the right accompanying technology and 
applications, drones can deliver strategic and competitive ad-
vantages as well as efficiency gains,” says Laxshmivarahan.

Even airlines are exploring the use of drones. SpiceX-
press, the air cargo division of SpiceJet, has partnered with 
drone maker Throttle Aerospace Systems (TAS). “Current-
ly, they are planning to use drones for last-mile deliveries for 
logistics and cargo,” says Nagendran Kandasamy, Founder 
and CEO, TAS. He adds that SpiceXpress has bought three 
high-end delivery drones to test its proof-of-concept, after 
which it could buy another 100-plus drones.

Tech – Drones

“SINCE TIME IS OF THE 
ESSENCE IN COMPLETING 
INFRASTRUCTURE 
PROJECTS, UAVs ARE 
BEING INCREASINGLY 
USED IN THE ENGINEERING 
INFRASTRUCTURE INDUSTRY”

“DEPENDING UPON THE 
NATURE OF THE BUSINESS, 
THE SOLUTION DEPLOYED 
AND THE SCALE, THERE 
CAN BE A 30-300 PER CENT 
COST ADVANTAGE OF USING 
DRONES”

SANDEEP GULATI 
Regional CEO-South Asia and MD-India, Egis

ROHAN VERMA 
CEO and Executive Director, MapmyIndia

DRONES 
DECODED
According to the Ministry of Civil 
Aviation, drones are classified based  
on the maximum all-up weight, 
including payload

SOURCE: MINISTRY OF CIVIL AVIATION

NANO DRONE: Less than or  
equal to 250 g

MICRO DRONE: Greater than 250 
gm, but less than or equal to 2 kg

SMALL DRONE: More than 2 kg, but 
less than or equal to 25 kg

MEDIUM DRONE: Greater than 25 kg, 
but less than or equal to 150 kg

LARGE DRONE: More than 150 kg
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Tech – Drones

“SINCE TIME IS OF THE 
ESSENCE IN COMPLETING 
INFRASTRUCTURE 
PROJECTS, UAVs ARE 
BEING INCREASINGLY 
USED IN THE ENGINEERING 
INFRASTRUCTURE INDUSTRY”

“DEPENDING UPON THE 
NATURE OF THE BUSINESS, 
THE SOLUTION DEPLOYED 
AND THE SCALE, THERE 
CAN BE A 30-300 PER CENT 
COST ADVANTAGE OF USING 
DRONES”

SANDEEP GULATI 
Regional CEO-South Asia and MD-India, Egis

ROHAN VERMA 
CEO and Executive Director, MapmyIndia

DRONES 
DECODED
According to the Ministry of Civil 
Aviation, drones are classified based  
on the maximum all-up weight, 
including payload

SOURCE: MINISTRY OF CIVIL AVIATION

NANO DRONE: Less than or  
equal to 250 g

MICRO DRONE: Greater than 250 
gm, but less than or equal to 2 kg

SMALL DRONE: More than 2 kg, but 
less than or equal to 25 kg

MEDIUM DRONE: Greater than 25 kg, 
but less than or equal to 150 kg

LARGE DRONE: More than 150 kg
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or encasing dark Belgian chocolate 
truffle in a grandma-style traditional 
besan laddoo? A small but significant 
number of food and beverage (F&B) 
professionals are doing this and a lot 
more to make mithai fashionable.

“We wanted to take what is tradi-
tional and then reimagine it,” says Sa-
meer Seth, Co-founder of Hunger Inc, 
the company behind Mumbai-based 
restaurants, The Bombay Canteen 
and O Pedro. Seth and fellow Co-
founder Yash Bhanage set up Bombay 
Sweet Shop in March last year. “We 
imagined it as Willy Wonka’s mithai 
factory,” says Seth. So, the store has 
flooring with bees hovering around 
flowers with kaju katli-shaped petals, 
and spot-lit glass cases with mithai 
displayed. The mithai itself uses a 
lot of chocolate. Take, for example, 
the best-selling kaju marzipan which 
gives a chocolatey twist to the classic 
kaju katli. It sandwiches two layers of 
kaju katli with a thick layer of deca-
dent chocolate ganache. Each square 
is then dipped in chocolate and then 
sprayed with a chocolate spray. A box 
of nine pieces costs `600. 

Chef Girish Nayak, who is re-
ferred to as Chief Mithaiwala, loves 
to reinterpret traditional mithai in 
his own way. So, you have the lal peda 
but filled with dulce de leche caramel 
and chunks of peanut honeycomb, 
or the besan laddoo coated in sugar 
syrup and toasted hazelnuts.

Indian. We decided to pair Indian 
classic mithais with an international 
flavour,” says Lakhani. So, you get a 
kaju barfi with a raspberry compote, 
or a besan laddoo with a chocolate 
ganache or their bestseller: espresso 
gulab jamun with vanilla khoya. 
Everything is made using real ingre-
dients, she says. 

Lakhani says it’s the younger gen-
eration that goes for the fusion mithai 
while the older generation prefers the 
classics. Arq has around 25 flavours on 
its menu, of which 60 per cent are clas-
sics, such as rose-flavoured badam 
barfi. The wedding market continues 
to be an important revenue source, 
with Arq supplying a large number of 
mithai boxes for wedding announce-
ments. Lakhani says although they 
have expansion plans, for the time be-
ing everything has been put on hold. 

Up north, Delhi-based mother-
daughter duo Subha and Arshya 
Aggarwal—who belong to a family of 
malt manufacturers—decided to ex-
periment with liquor in mithai. “The 
mithai market was stagnant, no one 
was really experimenting. If you could 
have liquor chocolates, then why not 
liquor mithai?” says Arshya of Nihira. 
The brand was set up by the duo in 
2018 with a few traditional mithais, 
but they soon realised that ex-
perimentation was the way forward. 
Today, Nihira has almost 80 different 
varieties and plans to have nearly a 
100 by Diwali. The most popular ones 
include the whisky laddoo, the red 
wine laddoo, the Old Monk halwa, and 
the gin & cranberry laddoo. Nihira 
also has a range of non-alcoholic 
mithai but with a twist in taste. So, 
you have barfis in colours that pop, 
where the khoya is combined with rich 
flavours like blueberry, tiramisu, and 
cheesecake. 

The idea behind Nihira was to 
reintroduce mithai to the younger 
generation. “Mithai was considered 
boring and we wanted to change that,” 
says Arshya. Nihira , however, has 
been welcomed by all age groups. “We 
recently supplied [mithais] for some-
one’s 75th birthday and they wanted 
liquor ones.” Nihira’s most expensive 
offering is a big gold laddoo cake made 
of Iranian pistachio and sandalwood 
extract. The one-kg laddoo costs 
`25,000 a piece and is available on 
order. As of now, Nihira doesn’t have 
a physical store; it is available only 
online with maximum orders coming 
through its Instagram page.

Fusion and classics 
Neha Lakhani and Ashay Dhopatkar 
of Arq Mithai—another Delhi-based 
mithai brand with a store at the 
luxury mall DLF Emporio—are pro-
fessional chefs with degrees from Le 
Cordon Bleu, Ottawa, and University 
of Wales, respectively.

“We wanted to create a product 
that is international quality yet is 

Luxury & Lifestyle

QUICK, HOW DO YOU 
MAKE MITHAI EXCITING? 

HOW ABOUT INFUSING A 
DASH OF CHAMPAGNE IN 
YOUR LADDOO, OR COAT-
ING YOUR PATISSA WITH 

COCONUT AND CARAMEL,

“MITHAI IS SUCH AN  
INTEGRAL PART OF [OUR] 
CULTURE AND HERITAGE, 
BUT WHEN WE STARTED 
OFF, PEOPLE WERE EMBAR-
RASSED TO GIFT IT… WE 
WANTED TO BRING BACK 
REAL MITHAI AND GIVE IT 
[ITS DUE] IMPORTANCE”

LAVENDER 
LADDOOS

Rich motichoor 
laddoos with 

lavender extract 
from Nihira, which 

makes liquor mithais 
and traditional ones 

in pop colours

SID MATHUR 
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The brand is just around three years 
old, of which 18 months have been 
during the pandemic. 

Not everyone feels that mithai 
needs to be reinterpreted. Delhi-
based Khoya Mithai prides itself on 
making classic mithais without any 
flavour experiments, the focus being 
on quality ingredients and packag-
ing. “Mithai is such an integral part 
of Indian culture and heritage, but 
when we started off, several people 
were embarrassed to gift it. Mithai 
was commoditised and considered 
overtly sweet, syrupy, artificially fla-
voured and badly packed. We wanted 
to bring back real mithai and give it 
the importance it deserved,” says Sid 
Mathur, Founder, Khoya Mithai. The 
brand, which was set up in 2016, has a 
counter at The Oberoi patisserie and 
a store at Delhi’s upmarket mall, The 
Chanakya. 

Khoya has supplied mithai to the 
who’s who in the corporate world, 
and also celebrities. In late 2018, 
Abhishek Bachchan won the rapid-

was made very differently from what 
we were getting to eat today. What 
our parents ate was different. It 
was lighter, had less sugar, and you 
could really taste the quality of the 
key ingredients.” Initially, Mathur 
thought that the best way to improve 
on the traditional mithai was to put a 
halwai and pastry chef together: while 
the halwai explained the technique, 
the pastry chef could refine it. “But 
it was a disaster. They just couldn’t 
harmonise. Then I got rid of the pastry 
chef and sat with the halwai and broke 
down the entire process to figure out 
how we could improve on the flavour, 
texture, method and treatment of 
ingredients.”

Packaging Matters 
Khoya focusses a lot on its packaging 
with only food-grade boxes in nice 
bright colours. An assorted box of 16 
mithais (their biggest seller) costs 
`1,800. On an average, Khoya makes 
100 kg of mithai a day. It posted a 40 
per cent growth in sales in 2019 (year-

fire round against his sister Shweta 
Bachchan Nanda at the celebrity 
TV talk show Koffee with Karan and 
went home with the coveted gift 
hamper. The hamper contained a box 
of Khoya Mithai, which was much 
appreciated by the Bachchan family. 
Abhishek’s mother Jaya sent some 
to Nita Ambani to try and before he 
knew it, Mathur was on a call with 
the Antilla executive chef who in 
turn connected him to chef Ritu Dal-
mia who was handling the catering 
for Isha Ambani’s wedding functions 
in Udaipur. “We sent almost 50 kg 
of mithai to Udaipur in boxes of 36 
mithais each,” says Mathur. Each box 
contained their top-selling mithais 
such as coconut laddoo, badam 
longe, pista longe, and milk cake.

Mathur, who is also a partner and 
director at Impresario Entertainment 
& Hospitality—the company behind 
restaurants like Social and Smoke 
House Deli—researched mithai-mak-
ing techniques over several months. 
“We realised that traditionally mithai 

on-year) and in July 2020 their sales 
were double that of July 2019. Last year, 
they launched luxury hampers which, 
besides mithai, also had savouries and 
the average spend per customer went 
up from `1,600 to `2,400. 

Khoya is raising funds to hire 
more staff and increase kitchen space 
as it currently loses out on almost 
20 per cent orders during  key times 
such as Diwali. It is launching a 
platform called Khoya Access where 
it is going to tie up with three-four 
key hotels in the city and become the 
one-stop shop for all their mithai 
needs.

Gur Chini, another Delhi-based 
brand, supplied mithai for Akash Am-
bani and Shloka Mehta’s wedding. Its 
Swarnamishtha laddoo, made with 
Italian pistachio and 24-carat gold 
foil, costs almost `1,000 a piece. 

With their ventures, these brands 
are trying to change mithai’s reputa-
tion from being dated and ‘boring’ 
to something that is considered 
contemporary and fun. “We are 

bringing back the magic of mithai,” 
says Seth. But to be clear, this is not 
a sales issue as the mithai market in 
the country continues to prosper, 
thanks to our love for sweets and the 
concept of “mooh meetha”. Sales for 
mithai and namkeen (snacks) have 
never dipped. Currently, the mithai 
and namkeen industry in India is 
worth `1 lakh crore and is growing at 
12-15 per cent annually, according to 
the Federation of Sweets and Nam-
keen Manufacturers, an industry 
body that represents the branded 
mithai and namkeen industry in 
India. The industry has more than 
100,000 manufacturers across the 
country doing business, even though 
a majority of them are not counted in 
the total turnover of the organised 
business category. 

While the first-time mithaiwalas’ 
contribution to the overall mithai in-
dustry may be limited, their influence 
on our taste profiles is significant.    

  
 @smitabw
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IMAGINED  
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SWEET SHOP]  

AS WILLY  
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SAMEER SETH  

Co-founder of Hunger Inc, the company 
behind Bombay Sweet Shop, with  

Co-founder Yash Bhanage (standing) 
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“THE MITHAI 
MARKET  
WAS STAGNANT,  
NO ONE WAS 
REALLY  
EXPERIMENTING. 
IF YOU COULD 
HAVE LIQUOR 
CHOCOLATES, 
THEN WHY NOT 
LIQUOR MITHAI?”
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Founder, Nihira, with her mother and fellow 
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Founder Subha on the right P
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WAS HYPED up 
about the launch of 
the iPhone 13 Pro 
Max, just as much 
I am about Thor: 
Love and Thunder, 
and Star Wars Vi-

sions. And all for good reason. 
In terms of design, the iPhone 13 

Pro Max is not that big an upgrade from 
the previous iteration—except that the 
cameras on the rear panel look a touch 
bigger, the notch a little trimmed, and 
the edges a tad sharper. 

What I was most interested to 
try out was the improved camera 
system. It’s never been a megapixel-
measuring contest for Apple; instead, 
it relies on sensors to elevate the entire 

photography experience. The main 
wide sensor on the iPhone 13 Pro Max is 
much bigger with an f/1.5 aperture that 
lets more light pass through, resulting 
in true colours, unlike the artificially 
amplified hues on other flagships. But 
if that’s what floats your boat, then 
‘Photographic Styles’ brings forth 
many preset options that automatically 
adjust the tone on your shots.

Low-light photography is a huge 
upgrade with reduced shutter time, 
more stable images and lesser noise. 
The macro mode on the ultra-wide 
lens kicked in automatically when 
I moved the camera within 2 cm of 
a hibiscus flower in full bloom. The 
colours on the stamen and the stigma 
were incredibly sharp and captured 

beautifully. In the cinematic mode 
for videos, the software focusses on 
the face in the frame and blurs ev-
erything in the background; tap once 
on the screen and it brings forth the 
other objects. 

Power-hungry games like Shadow 
Fight 3, Call of Duty Mobile, and Asphalt 
9: Legends ran like a treat, thanks to the 
five-core GPU on the A15 Bionic chip.

The good news is battery backup, 
which has been the iPhone’s Achilles 
heel, has improved. The battery got me 
through almost a day and a few hours 
on extensive camera testing, gaming, 
documentation, and video calls. 

All in all, while the iPhone 13 Pro 
Max plays catch-up on a few features, 
it is eons ahead of competition.

I

THE MAX SHOOTER 
THE IPHONE 13 PRO MAX IS A LOT NEWER THAN MEETS THE EYE, 
ESPECIALLY IN THE CAMERA DEPARTMENT
BY NIDHI SINGAL

6.7-INCH ALL-SCREEN OLED DISPLAY;  
ADAPTIVE REFRESH RATES UP TO  

120HZ; 2778 X 1284-PIXEL RESOLUTION AT 458 PPI

 A15 BIONIC CHIP; RUNS IOS 15; UP TO 1TB STORAGE

PRO 12MP CAMERA SYSTEM: TELEPHOTO, WIDE, AND ULTRA  
WIDE CAMERAS; 12MP TRUEDEPTH FRONT CAMERA

CINEMATIC MODE FOR RECORDING VIDEOS WITH SHALLOW DEPTH OF  
FIELD (1080P AT 30 FPS), HDR VIDEO RECORDING  

WITH DOLBY VISION UP TO 4K AT 60 FPS

FACE ID, FACETIME CALLING

SUPPORTS QI WIRELESS CHARGING (UP TO 7.5W);  
MAGSAFE WIRELESS CHARGING (UP TO 15W)

Apple iPhone  
13 Pro Max

Prices  
start  
from

`1,29,900
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SIDDHARTH SHAH 
loves speed. Shah, 
a two-time national 
go-karting champion 
at the school level, is 
a big Formula 1 (F1) 
fan and dreams of be-
coming an F1 driver 
one day. While racing 
may be his passion, 
the 32-year-old is 
known for something 
very different. The 
computer engineer 
and MBA from IIM 
Ahmedabad—co-
founder of healthtech 
unicorn PharmEasy—
led the acquisition 
of well-established 
diagnostics firm Thy-
rocare recently. 

Shah is thankful to 
his mother, a doctor, 
for his go-karting 
triumphs. Despite her 
busy schedule, she 
took time out to take 
him to go-karting 
tournaments in many 

cities when he was 
in school. And he 
dreamt of becoming 
a racer then. But 
college, and life, 
had other plans. In 
college, his priorities 
changed and he 
wanted to become 
an entrepreneur. Now 
that he has achieved 
that, he wants to fulfil 
his childhood dream. 

But Shah is 
pragmatic enough to 
accept that he may 
not become an F1 
driver any more. But 
that doesn’t stop him 
from dreaming about 
F1. If not buying an 
F1 team, he would at 
least like to be a part-
ner in one of them, 
he says. If all goes 
well with PharmEasy, 
he could be on his 
way to fulfilling that 
dream.

- p.b. jayakumar

THE KITCHEN IS the hub of the 
Singh household. “It’s where we talk, 
play games and, of course, eat meals 
together. To me, cooking for my fam-
ily is about sharing traditions, build-
ing bonds, and making memories,” 
says Harkirat Singh, MD of Aero Club, 
which makes Woodland shoes.

His interest developed as he grew 
up relishing a variety of cuisines by 
his mother. “I learnt to make the Ital-
ian dishes that I like the most such as 
penne alfredo pasta and lasagna.” 

Now, with an excellent cook and 
a foodie in his wife, the duo enjoys 
experimenting with dishes. 

Most of Singh’s holidays are spent 
cooking for his family and loved 
ones. “Any festive occasion deserves 
at least one of my special dishes.” 
He can whip up a mean pan-fried 
salmon with watercress sauce—a 
family favourite.

A lot about cooking has to do with 
family for Singh. He fondly recalls the 
time he and his sister set out to make 

cookies as children and instead ended 
up in a cookie dough fight! 

But he’s also learnt a few life les-
sons. “It helps you lead a disciplined 
life. You learn how patient and calm 
you have to be to make a dish so good 
that it brings smiles to you and others.” 

Of course, there are entrepreneur-
ship lessons, too. “It’s just like curat-
ing and developing a business idea to 
churn out revenues and making it a 
success story.”

- vidya s. 

The Kitchen King

THE ANTIDOTE 
TO STRESS
STRESS IS, often, the worst accompaniment 
to modern working life. While senior executives 
look at ways to manage their health, they do slip 
up in the chaos of work. For Anuj Puri, Chairman, 
Anarock Property Consultants, his first line of 
defence is “getting sufficient sleep regardless of 
the circumstances”.

In the best of times, the property business 
can be a roller-coaster ride and Puri, having spent 
three decades there, knows it only too well. “My 
pre-working morning hours are dedicated to my 
physical, mental and spiritual fitness,” he says. 
The answer to get all of that right is yoga. “I usu-
ally start my day with a solo session of yoga fol-
lowed by meditation. It does limber up my body 
and strengthens my mind for the day ahead.”

 Puri has been a regular yoga practitioner for 
seven years. He is at it four days a week in a ses-
sion that lasts for 30-45 minutes. The objective 
is clear and it has worked rather well. “Getting rid 
of negative energy is critical. Saying ‘no’ when 
needed and discouraging negativity in others are 
important aspects of mental hygiene,” he says. 
For this professional, it is the age-old Indian tradi-
tion of yoga that has stood him in good stead.

- krishna gopalan

Network
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What was the problem you were 
grappling with?
My biggest challenge during my first 90 
days of becoming the Country Manager 
for India was shaping a playbook for the 
country with a bold vision. I firmly believed 
that India must be positioned as a strategic 
market. Therefore, it was crucial to ensure 
complete buy-in of the executive team and 
present a shared vision, channelising highly 
competent and aspiring engineering talent.
  
Who did you approach and why?
To understand a challenge entirely, you 
need to ask “why”. It is equally important to 
know the stakeholders you must collaborate 
with. I met executive leaders at the head-
quarters to understand their expectations 
and seek an opportunity to position India as 
a region with immense opportunities.
 
What was the advice you received?
 As I was running on the road less travelled, I 
received much advice and words of caution. 
However, the best advice came from my 
manager, and it was to network, network, 
and network. I have valued that sincerely. 
Networking both within the company and 
outside, with the industry, media and gov-
ernment has been my focus from day one.
 
How effective was it in solving your 
problem?
 In India, I led the designing of a nation-wide 
initiative to boost the start-up economy 
with the idea of ‘Data Innovation Bazaar’ 
in partnership with government bodies. 
There has been sustained growth of engi-
neering divisions, increased brand aware-
ness and new capabilities for short- and 
long-term growth. In the world of people, 
collaboration is the mantra, and to do that, 
you need to network.  
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‘COLLABORATION IS THE 
MANTRA, AND TO DO THAT, 
YOU NEED TO NETWORK’

SUPRIA DHANDA, VICE PRESIDENT AND COUNTRY MANAGER FOR INDIA, WESTERN DIGITAL


